
Ibn T. ufayl, H. ayy bin Yaqz. ān

[] Our worthy predecessors (may God be pleased with them) have
related that one of the islands of India that lies below the equator is the
island where humans are created without a father or mother and where
trees bear women as fruit. This is the island that Mascūdı̄ calls the Island
of Wāqwāq. For this island has the most temperate air of all the regions
of the earth and is the most perfect because it is disposed to have the
highest light shine upon it. This is contrary to what the majority of
philosophers and most eminent physicians believe. They hold that the
most temperate part of the inhabited world is the fourth geographical
zone. If they say this because they have determined that there is no
settlement along the equator due to terrestrial obstacles, then there is
something to their statement that the fourth zone is the most temperate
of all the remaining regions. However, if they simply mean that what lies
along the equator is too hot, as the majority of them actually say, then
they are wrong, and demonstration proves the opposite.

It has been demonstrated in the natural sciences that the generation of
heat is caused only by motion, contact with hot bodies, and illumination.
It has also been shown in these sciences that the sun is not hot in essence,

 Mascūdı̄ (d. c.  ) was an Islamic historian who was born in Baghdād, traveled widely in Asia,
and died in Cairo.

 It is not clear what Ibn T. ufayl means by ‘the highest light’ (al-nūr al-aclā), perhaps more direct
light.

 Following the Greek tradition, Islamic geographers divided the inhabited world into seven zones
or climates (aqālı̄m, singular iqlı̄m), south of which are the regions to the south of the equator and
north of which are the countries of the far north. The fourth zone, being the central zone, was
often considered to be the most temperate and most fit for human habitation. (See EI entry on
“iklı̄m”)
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nor does it have any of the qualities of mixtures. In addition, it has
been shown that the bodies that reflect illumination most perfectly []
are the polished nontransparent bodies, followed by dense unpolished
bodies. As for transparent bodies that have no density, these do not reflect
light in any manner. This is one of the things demonstratively proven
specifically by Shaykh Abū cAlı̄ ibn Sı̄nā, and was not mentioned by any
of his predecessors. If this is in fact the case and these premises are true,
then it follows that the sun does not heat the earth as hot bodies heat other
bodies with which they are in contact, for the sun is not hot in essence.
Nor is the earth heated by motion since it is at rest, and is in the same
state at the time of sunrise and sunset, whereas its states of heating and
cooling are clearly perceptibly different at these two times. Nor does the
sun heat the air first, thereby heating the earth by the mediation of the
heat of the air. How could that be, since we find that in hot weather
the air nearest the earth is much hotter than the air that is distant from it
at high altitudes? It remains that the sun’s heating of the earth is solely
by illumination. Heat always follows light, to the point that if light shines
intensively on a concave mirror, it will ignite what is adjacent to it. It
has been proven in the mathematical sciences by absolute demonstrations
that the sun is spherically shaped, as is the earth, that the sun is much
larger than the earth, and that what is illuminated of the earth by the
sun is always [somewhat] greater than half. This illuminated half is at
all times most intensely illuminated at its center, since that is furthest
from the darkness at the circumference of the circle, and since more parts
of it face the sun. What is nearer the circumference is progressively less
illuminated, until one reaches darkness at the circumference of the circle,
which part of the earth is not illuminated at all. A point is at the center
of the circle of illumination only when the sun is at the zenith directly
overhead. That is when the heat at that point will be greatest. If a point
is far from where the sun is at its zenith, it will be intensely cold, whereas
if it is located where the sun remains at its zenith it will be intensely hot.
It has been proven in astronomy that the inhabitants of the regions of
the earth that lie on the equator are directly under the sun at its zenith

 That is, because it is not composed of a mixture of the four elements.
 Literally, receive (taqbal); Ibn T. ufayl seems to be operating with an optical theory according to

which reflective objects first receive light, then transmit it again.
 In Kitāb al-Najāt (Part , Article ), Ibn Sı̄nā states that celestial bodies are not hot and that they

heat the earth by illumination rather than by conduction.
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only twice a year: when the sun is in the house of Aries and when it is
in the house of Libra. During the rest of the year, the sun spends six
months to the south and six months to the north of them. They neither
have excessive heat nor excessive cold. As a result, their conditions are
similar [all year long]. This argument requires greater clarification than
is appropriate for our purposes here, but we merely wanted to draw your
attention to it because it is one of the things that vouch for the possibility
of humans being created in that region without a mother or father, which
was mentioned above.

Some have rendered judgment and considered the matter settled that
H. ayy bin Yaqz.ān is among those who were created in that region without
a mother or father []. Others have denied this, and have given another
account, which we will relate to you. They say that facing that island
was a great island, expansive, rich in resources, and populous, owned
by a man who was intensely proud and jealous. He had a very beautiful
sister, whom he prevented from marrying until he could find her an equal.
But she married in secret a relative named Yaqz.ān, in a manner that was
acceptable according to the custom prevalent in their times. Then she
became pregnant from him and bore a child. She was afraid that she
would be found out and that her secret would be revealed, so she put
the child in a chest and fastened it securely, having quenched his thirst
by breastfeeding him. She then carried him to the seacoast at night in
a company of servants and confidantes. Her heart was brimming with
fervent love and concern for him, and she bade him goodbye, saying: “O
God, you have created this child and he was nearly nothing; you provided
for him in the depths of the womb and cared for him until he was complete
and fully formed. I now entrust him to your kindness, praying for your
favor, in fear of this tyrannical, mighty, and obstinate king. I beg you to
be at his side and not to forsake him, O most merciful of all.” She then
flung him into the sea, at a time when the tide happened to be running
out powerfully. The current carried him that very night to the shore of
the other island that was mentioned previously.

At that time the tide had reached a high point that it would not reach
again for another year. The water surged and carried him to a thicket
with fertile soil, sheltered from wind and rain, and protected from the
sun by trees, which provided screening as it rose and set. When the water

 Literally, and he was nothing to be mentioned (wa lam yakun shay’an madhkūran); cf. Qur’ān :.
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receded and drained away, it left the chest that carried the child in place.
The sands then blew up, accumulating and obstructing the entrance to
the thicket so that the chest could not escape and the thicket was blocked
[] to water. The tides could not reach it. The nails of the chest had been
loosened and its boards shaken when the water cast it into the thicket.
Thus, when the child became hungry, squirming and crying in distress,
his voice reached the ears of a doe that had earlier lost its young, when
it had strayed out of its hiding place and was carried off by an eagle.
When the doe heard the cry of the child, she thought it was her child.
She followed the sound, imagining her offspring, until she reached the
chest. As the child moaned and whined inside the chest, she prodded the
chest with her hooves until a board broke off the top. The doe was moved
[when she saw the child]. She bent over and caressed him, giving him
her nipple to suck until the tasty milk quenched him. Then she began
to care for him, nurture him, and protect him from harm. That is how
those who deny spontaneous generation explain his origin. We will relate
here how he progressed from one stage to the next until he achieved
greatness.

As for those who claim that he was born of the earth, they say that
a piece of clay was fermented underground on that island over a period
of years, until heat and cold were mixed within it, as were moisture and
dryness, in a balanced mixture at equilibrium. This piece of fermenting
clay was very large, and parts of it were superior to other parts in terms
of their temperate composition and their readiness for the formation of
gametes. The center was the most temperate part and was most similar
to the composition of a human being. The piece of clay generated steam
as though it was boiling, due to its viscosity. In its center there appeared
some viscous material and a very small swelling, divided in two with a
thin film between them, and filled with a light vaporous body of a most
temperate and appropriate disposition. At that point the spirit, which is
“from the command of God,” attached itself to it, adhering so tightly that
it was difficult to separate either in perception or in intellect. It is clear
that this spirit is constantly emanating from God Almighty, just as the
light of the sun is constantly emanating to the world.

[] Some bodies are not capable of reflecting light at all, such as highly
transparent air, and some are capable of partially reflecting, such as dense

 Literally, of illuminating (yustad. ā’u bihā).
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unpolished bodies, which differ in the amount of light they reflect, and
their colors differ accordingly. Some are very capable of reflecting light,
such as polished bodies like mirrors and such things. If such a mirror is
concave and shaped in a specific way, it can give rise to fire due to the
intensity of reflected light. Similar things apply to the spirit that is “from
the command” of God Almighty, which emanates eternally to all beings.
The effect of this emanation is not found in some beings due to lack of
disposition, namely the inanimate beings, which lack life altogether. They
correspond to air in the analogy just mentioned. Others are affected by
the emanation to some degree; these are the species of plants, which
correspond to dense bodies in the analogy. Yet others are affected to
a great degree; these are the species of animals, which correspond to
polished bodies in the analogy. Some of these polished bodies are capable
of reflecting the light of the sun to a greater degree, due to the fact that
they imitate the form and image of the sun. Similarly, some animals are
capable of reflecting the spirit to a greater degree, due to the fact that
they resemble the spirit and have the same form, namely human beings.
This is referred to in the words of the Prophet (may God bless him and
grant him salvation): “God created Adam in his form.” If this form is
strengthened in him to the point that all other forms fade by comparison,
until it is left on its own and the sublimity of its light burns everything
in its path, then it will correspond to the reflecting mirror, which is
capable of burning other things. This is only possible for prophets (God’s
blessings upon them all). All this has been shown in the appropriate places.
Let us return to conclude what they have related concerning that act
of creation.

They said: When this spirit was attached to that lump, all faculties
were subject to it, worshipped it, and were made perfectly subservient to
it by the command of God Almighty. Another swelling formed opposite
that lump, which was divided into [] three cavities, separated by thin
films and unobstructed passages, and they were filled with a similar type
of vaporous body that filled the original lump, except that it was lighter.
A host of subservient faculties dwelled in the three cavities that were

 Literally, receiving (qubūl); Ibn T. ufayl reverts to speaking in terms of receiving light rather than
illumination.

 Here and in what follows, there seems to be a deliberate ambiguity in the use of the word s. ūrah,
which can mean form in a philosophical context and image in the analogy.

 Literally, the mirror that reflects itself (al-mir’āt al-muncakisah calā nafsihā).
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divided from the first one, which were assigned to protect and oversee
it, as well as to bring to completion all the processes that occurred there,
from the trivial to the sublime, by the first spirit attached to the first lump.
Also opposite this lump on the other side from the second lump, a third
swelling formed, filled with a gaseous body, but heavier than the first two.
In this lump was couched a group of subservient faculties, which were
assigned to preserve it and oversee it. The first, second, and third lumps
were the first things to be created from the larger piece of fermenting
clay, in the order that we have mentioned. They were in need of one
another. The first needed to use and subjugate the other two; the other
two needed the first as the ruled needs the ruler, or the governed the
governor. Both needed the organs that were subsequently generated as
the ruler needs the ruled. One of them, the second, was more complete
in ruling than the third. When the spirit was attached to the first organ,

its temperature was raised and it came to be shaped like pineal fire. The
heavy body surrounding it was shaped in the same fashion and formed
into solid flesh, with a dermal sheath preserving it. This entire organ is
known as the heart. It needed something to supply and nourish it, since
heat leads to decomposition and desiccation, and it needed something
to constantly replace what was decomposed, otherwise it would not last
long. It also needed to perceive what accorded with it so that it could
attract it, and what conflicted with it so that it could repel it. The first
organ [i.e. of the other two], along with the faculties that originated from
it, met the first need, while the second organ met the second []. The
organ that undertook perception was the brain and the one responsible
for nourishment was the liver. Both of these organs needed the heart to
supply them with heat and the faculties specific to them, which originate
from them. For these purposes, passages and channels were fabricated
between them, some wider than others as necessity dictated, which are
the arteries and veins.

Then the proponents of spontaneous generation go on to describe the
process of creation and all the organs just as the natural scientists describe
the creation of the fetus in the womb, leaving nothing out, until its nature
is perfected, its organs are completed, and it attains the point at which

 The three lumps are, respectively, the heart, brain, and liver. The second lump has three cavities,
apparently corresponding to three lobes of the brain.

 That is, the first of the three organs (reading minhum instead of minhumā).
 The inferior or inner skin (s. ifāq), located beneath the skin and above the flesh.
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the fetus emerges from the womb. In their description of the completion
of this process, they refer to the large piece of fermenting clay, which
had been equipped to produce all that is required for the creation of a
human being, including protective layers to cover his entire body and
other things. When he was complete, these layers were split open in a
manner resembling labor, and the rest of the clay cracked, for it had
become desiccated. The child then cried for help once its nourishment
ran out and his hunger intensified. The doe that had lost her young
responded to the cry. From this point onwards, what these people relate
concerning the manner of his upbringing agrees with those of the first
party.

All say: The doe that took care of him was fortunate to encounter
abundance and fertile pastures, so her flesh increased and her milk was
plentiful, and she was able to nourish the child in the best manner. She
remained with him at all times, leaving him only to graze. The child was
so attached to the doe that whenever she strayed from him, he would
cry intensely and she rushed to him, though there were no aggressive
predators on that island. The child was raised and nourished on the milk
[] of that doe until he reached the age of  and began to walk and
teethe. He followed the doe around and she treated him kindly and was
merciful towards him. She carried him to places where there were fruit
trees and fed him the sweet ripe fruits that had dropped to the ground,
breaking the ones with hard casings with her molars. When the child
wanted milk she fed him, when he yearned for water she led him to water,
when he was exposed to the sun she shaded him, and when he was cold she
warmed him. When night fell she led the child to his first resting place,
covering him with her body and with the feathers that had lined the chest
when he was first placed there. In the course of their comings and goings
they had been befriended by a herd of deer that wandered alongside them
and spent the night wherever they did.

The child remained with the doe in that condition, imitating her sounds
in his own voice, to the point that their voices became almost indis-
tinguishable. He also managed to imitate closely whatever sounds he
heard made by birds and other animals, for he was passionately moti-
vated to do so. The sounds he repeated most often were those made by
the doe in seeking help, expressing familiarity, summoning other ani-
mals, and in self-defense, for animals make different sounds in each
of these different situations. The beasts felt affection for him and he
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reciprocated their affection, and they did not feel estranged from one
another.

When images of things were impressed upon his soul after they had
receded from view, he experienced attraction towards some and repulsion
towards others. Thus it came to pass that he observed the animals and
found that they were all covered with fur, hair, or feathers. He also noted
their agility, ferocity, and the weapons they were equipped with to defend
themselves against opponents, such as horns, incisors, hooves, spurs,
and claws. Then he looked at himself and observed that he was naked,
weaponless, sluggish in motion, and lacking [] in aggression when beasts
competed with him over fruit. They would seize the fruits from him and
would always get to them first, for he was unable to defend himself or
to elude any of the beasts. He saw that his peers among the offspring of
deer had sprouted horns where they had none before and gained strength,
having initially been slow-moving. He found that he lacked those things.
On reflecting on this, he was unable to ascertain its cause. He would
observe those animals with defects and deficient natures, but would not
find among them any who resembled him. He also looked at the openings
for excrement in all animals and found that they were always covered.
The openings for solid excrement were covered by tails, while those for
urine were covered by fur and similar things; their genitals were also more
hidden than his.

All this distressed him and caused him grief. After worrying about it
for some time, by the time he approached the age of , he despaired of
becoming more perfect. Since his deficiency weighed upon him, he took
some broad leaves and put them behind him and in front of him, and
he made a belt around his waist from palm fronds and coarse grass, to
which he attached the leaves. It was not long before the leaves wilted,
dried out, and fell off. He then took other leaves and sewed them together
with double knots and this time it lasted longer but that was not very
long either. He also trimmed and straightened tree branches to use as
sticks to fend off the animals that contended with him, attacking the
weak and resisting the strong, thereby raising his own self-esteem and
dignity. He found that his hands were far superior to their hands, for
they enabled him to cover his genitals and to use sticks to protect his
possessions, which allowed him to do without the tail and natural weapons
that he desired. Meanwhile, he grew up and advanced beyond  years,
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and he persisted in taking great pains to restore the leaves with which he
covered himself.

[] At some point, he was of a mind to take a tail from one of the dead
beasts to attach it to himself. But he saw that the living beasts protected
their dead and fended off others, so he was unable to perform that action
until one day he came across a dead eagle. He was guided to fulfill his
wish, and when he found that there were no beasts protecting him at all,
he seized the opportunity. He drew close to the eagle, cut off its wings
and tail in separate pieces, then he smoothed and unruffled the feathers,
and he removed the rest of its skin. He divided the rest into two pieces,
one of which he strapped to his back and the other to his navel and what
lies below it. He then attached the tail to his backside and the wings to
his upper arms. This provided him with warmth and gained him some
respect in the souls of all the beasts, which ceased to contend with him or
oppose him.

None of the beasts approached him from that point onwards except the
doe that had nursed and raised him. She never left him and he never left
her. When she aged and weakened, he would take her to fertile pastures
and gather sweet fruits to feed her. Frailty and weakness continued to
take hold of her progressively until death, at which point all movement
ceased and all her actions were disabled. When the boy saw her in that
state, he was terrified, and his soul nearly welled over with sorrow. He
called out to her using the sound to which she usually responded, crying
out as loud as he could, but he still could not see any movement or change
in her. He looked closely at her ears and eyes but could not detect an
observable defect. He also inspected all her organs but could not find a
defect in any of them. He longed to find the source of the defect so that
he could remove it and restore her to her former state, but he was utterly
incapable of doing so. He had been guided to this opinion by a lesson
that had been impressed upon his soul earlier. For he found that when he
closed his eyes or covered them with something, he could not see anything
until that impediment was removed. He also found that if he inserted his
fingers into his ears and blocked them, he could not hear anything until
that obstacle was taken away []. Moreover, if he grasped his nose with
his hand, he ceased to smell anything until his nose was reopened. As a

 That is, the opinion that there must be a defect or impediment in one of her organs.
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result, he came to believe that all sensations and actions have impediments
that obstruct them, and that when these impediments are removed the
actions resume.

When he inspected all the doe’s visible organs, he could not find an
apparent defect in them. Moreover, he noticed that she was generally
incapacitated, not afflicted in any specific organ. So it occurred to him
that the defect that had struck her was in an unseen organ, lying in the
interior of the body, and that the action of that organ was indispensable for
all the visible organs. When a defect struck this organ, general harm and
overall incapacity ensued. He yearned to locate that organ and to remove
whatever afflicted it, so that its condition could be rectified and it could
transmit its benefit to the rest of the body. Thus, the actions of the doe
would resume.

Before that, he had noticed that in the dead corpses of beasts and
others, their various parts were solid throughout, except for the cavities
in the skull, chest, and abdomen. It struck him that the organ that he
sought would be found in one of those three places. Moreover, he had a
strong presumption that it would be in the most central of those three
locations, since he had become convinced that all other organs needed it,
and it followed necessarily from that that it should be centrally placed.
In addition, when he reflected upon himself, he felt such an organ in his
chest. And when he considered all his other organs – hand, foot, ear,
nose, and eye – he found that he could endure being deprived of them and
would be able to spare them. He was also able to do the same for his head
and supposed therefore that he could do without it, but when he reflected
upon the organ in his chest, he found that he was unable to spare it for
an instant. Likewise, when he fought with beasts, the part he guarded
most from their spikes was his chest, due to his awareness of what lay
inside.

When his judgment settled on the fact that the organ that had become
defective was located in the doe’s chest, he resolved to [] search for it
and examine it, in the hope of finding it and eliminating the defect. But
then he feared that this action itself would have a greater impact than
what had happened to her already, and that his efforts might be in vain.

However, he reconsidered: Had he ever seen beasts and others who had

 Reading yastacrid. instead of yactarid. (objected to).
 Alternatively, his efforts would be at her expense (fa-yakūn sacyuhu calayhā).
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come into that condition and later recovered, returning to their original
condition? He could find none. Thus, he despaired of her returning to
her former condition if he left her alone, but he held out some hope of her
being restored to that condition if he could find that organ and remove
its defect. He determined to cut open her chest and to examine what lay
inside. He made knife-like tools from the shards of hard stones and slivers
of dry reeds, and he used them to make an incision between her ribs. Then
he cut through the flesh between the ribs and reached the membrane

that lies under the ribs, which he found to be tough. This strengthened
his assumption that such a membrane could only be for such an organ as
the one he sought. He hankered to get past it to reach his desired goal. He
tried to slit it open but found it difficult for lack of the proper tools, since
his were made of stones and reeds. So he renewed his efforts and went
about piercing the membrane carefully until it yielded and he reached the
lung. At first, he assumed that it was what he was looking for, so he went
about examining it and searching for the place that had a defect.

Initially, he only found one of the pair of lungs, which lies on one side.
He noticed that it was displaced to [] the side, whereas he believed that
the organ he sought could only be at the center of the body by width, just
as it was at the center of the body by length. So he continued to search in
the middle of the chest until he found the heart enclosed in an extremely
tough sheath, which was strongly connected to it. The lung adjoined it
on the side where he began to cut. He said to himself: “If the organ has
on the other side what it has on this side, then it is truly central, and it
must be what I am looking for. That is especially so given its fine location,
superb shape, compactness, and the toughness of its flesh, as well as the
fact that it is protected by this membrane, the likes of which I have yet to
see around any other organ.”

He then investigated the other side of the chest, where he found the
membrane lining the ribs and he found the lung, as he had on the other side.
At that point, he judged that that organ was indeed what he was looking
for. He attempted to split it and to penetrate the pericardium, and after
some exertion and duress, he managed to do so, but only after making
great efforts. He unsheathed the heart and found it solid on all sides. He
tried to detect some apparent defect in it, but could not find any. He then

 The pleura is a membrane that lines the thoracic cavity (parietal pleura) and covers the lungs
(visceral pleura).

 The myocardium is a tough muscular wall surrounding the heart.
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pressed his hand down on it and discovered that it contained a cavity. He
said to himself: “Perhaps my ultimate goal is simply inside this organ, and
I have yet to attain it.” He cut it open and found two cavities inside, one on
the right and another on the left. The one on the right was full of congealed
blood, whereas the one on the left was completely empty. He said: “What
I seek is surely located in one of these two chambers,” and he added, “The
right chamber just contains congealed blood. Undoubtedly, it congealed
only when the whole body came into this state.” He had observed before
that when blood flows out of the body it always congeals and coagulates,
and this was blood like any other. “I see that this blood is present in all
other organs, and is not specific to any particular organ. What I seek is
not [] something with this characteristic. Rather, it is what is specific
to this location, something that I find I cannot do without for an instant,
and for which this organ was originally created. I have been wounded
many times by beasts or rocks and much blood has flowed from me. But
that did not harm me, nor did it make me lose any of my actions. What
I seek is not in this right chamber. As for the left chamber, I find that it
is quite empty and do not think that that is in vain. If each organ has an
action specific to it, how could this chamber be in vain, especially given
its splendor? Quite simply, I now see that what I seek was indeed in it, but
it has abandoned it and rendered it empty. After that, the body became
incapacitated, losing sensation and motion.”

When he realized that what inhabited it had left that chamber before
it broke down and passed into that state, he determined that it would
be unlikely for it to return after the destruction and dissection that had
occurred. He came to regard the body on the whole as base and valueless
in comparison with that thing that, he believed, had inhabited it for some
time and then had left it. After that, he focused his attention on that thing:
What was it? How was it? What connected it to this body? Where is it
now? Which exit did it take when it left the body? What was the cause of
its distress – in case it left unwillingly? And what caused it to have such
an antipathy towards the body and to separate from it – in case it left
willingly?

 That is, the right ventricle of the heart.
 Alternatively, which he had originally set out to find (wa ilayhi kāna inbicāthuhu min awwal ).

However, this change of pronoun (“he” instead of “I”) would entail an interruption of the direct
quotation.

 Alternatively, what qualities did it have (kayf hūwa)?
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As his thoughts wandered in this manner, he forgot about the body
and disregarded it. He came to know that the mother who had loved
and nursed him was that very thing that had left the body. That was the
source from which [] all her actions issued, rather than the now defunct
body. The entire body was merely an instrument for the other thing, on a
par with the stick that he used to fight off the beasts. He transferred his
relationship from the body to the owner of that body and its motive force,
and all his longing was now directed towards it.

Meanwhile, the body decomposed and emitted unpleasant odors, which
just increased his aversion towards it and caused him not to want to see
it. Afterwards, he happened to witness a fight between two ravens that
ended with one of them killing the other. The surviving raven began to
scratch at the ground until it dug a hole, then interred the dead raven in
the earth. He said to himself: “This raven has done well to bury the corpse
of the other, even though it was wrong to kill the other raven in the first
place. It is all the more fitting for me to perform such an action towards
my mother.” He dug a hole, laid his mother’s body in it, and covered it
with earth, continuing to reflect on that thing that had caused the body
to function, which he still did not know.

However, from then onwards, he observed each individual deer and
found that it had the same shape and form as his mother. He came to
assume that each of them was moved and disposed by something similar
to the thing that had moved and disposed his mother. As a result of that
similarity, he felt affection towards all deer and was drawn to them. He
remained in that state for a while, examining the species of animals and
plants, wandering along the shore of that island, wondering whether he
would find a creature similar to himself, since he saw that each individual
animal and plant had many others resembling it. But he looked in vain.
Since he had observed that the sea surrounded the island on all sides, he
believed that his island was the only thing in existence.

[] One day a fire happened to ignite in a thicket of reeds by the action
of friction. When he stood to watch it, he was overwhelmed by the sight
of an entity that was so unfamiliar to him, and he stopped to marvel at it
for a while. As he drew closer to it, he noticed that the fire had a piercing
light and was capable of acting at a distance. As soon as it made contact
with something, it consumed it and transformed it into itself. He was

 Literally, creature (khalqan).
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transported with wonder at it, and his God-given nature supplied him
with the boldness and strength to stretch his hand out towards it to take
something from it. When he touched it, it burned his hand and he was
unable to take hold of it. Then he hit upon the idea of taking a smoldering
stick that had not been completely consumed by fire. Grasping it by the
intact end as it burned at the other end, he managed to hold on to it and
to carry it to the place where he had made his dwelling, for he had earlier
sought refuge in a den that he deemed fit for habitation.

Day and night, he continued to feed the fire with an ample supply of
grass and wood and to watch over it with admiration and wonderment.
He was especially drawn to it at night when its light and warmth took the
place of the sun for him. As his fascination with the fire grew, he came to
believe that it was the best thing he had. Observing that it always moved
upwards and desired elevation, he assumed that it belonged to the celestial
substances that he saw. By throwing things into it, he tested its power and
found that it consumed things either quickly or slowly, depending on the
disposition of that body to be burned. One of the things he threw into it
in order to test its powers was a species of marine animal that had been
washed up on the shore. As the animal cooked and gave off the smell of
roast flesh, his appetite grew, so he ate a piece of it and enjoyed the taste.
That is how he acquired the habit of eating meat, and how he came to
master the skill of hunting and fishing.

[] His fondness for fire increased, since it enabled him to secure good
nourishment as never before. His enthusiasm for it grew as he witnessed
its beneficial effects and its powerful capabilities. It occurred to him that
the thing that had left the heart of the deer that had raised him was of
the same substance as this being, or at least something related to it.

What confirmed this assumption for him was the fact that he observed
the warmth of animals throughout their lifetime and their coldness after
death – this was constant and unvarying. It was also confirmed by the
warmth he felt in his own chest, at the point that corresponded to the
place where he had cut open the deer. It occurred to him that he could
take a live animal, cut open its heart, and inspect the cavity that he found
empty when he cut open the deer, his mother. That way, he would be able
to observe the cavity in the live animal while it was still full of the thing

 Omitting bimā.
 Alternatively, something of the same genus (min shay’in yujānisuhu).
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that inhabits it, and determine whether it was of the same substance as
fire and whether it possessed some illumination and heat.

He secured a beast, manacled it firmly, and cut it open in the manner
in which he had the deer, reaching the heart. First, he inspected the left
side of the heart, making an incision there, and found that cavity filled
with a vaporous air resembling a white mist. He inserted his finger into
it and found it so hot that he almost burned himself. At once, the beast
died. He became convinced that the vapor was what moved that animal,
and that every individual animal was the same: when the vapor parted,
the animal died. He was then moved by the desire to investigate the rest
of the organs of animals, their arrangements, conditions [], quantities,
and the qualities of their relations to each other. He also wanted to deter-
mine how they derived sustenance from this hot vapor so that they could
go on living, how this vapor remained as long as it did, what it was derived
from, and how it came about that it did not lose its warmth.

These questions he pursued by dissecting live and dead animals, con-
tinuing to inspect them closely, until he became an expert in this subject
and attained the level of the most eminent natural scientists. He came to
realize that each individual animal, no matter how numerous its organs
and diverse its perceptions and motions, was a unity by virtue of that spirit,
which constituted its single fixed principle, and from which proceeded
its division into various organs. All bodily organs are mere servants or
implements for that thing. The spirit disposes the body like someone who
uses the perfect weapon to confront each opponent and stalk every prey,
whether on land or on sea. Each genus is hunted with the proper hunt-
ing implement, and weapons are divided into those used in self-defense
and those used as deterrents. Likewise, hunting implements are divis-
ible into those more suited to marine animals and those appropriate for
land animals. Again, instruments for dissection can be divided into those
appropriate for cutting, breaking, and piercing; though the dissected body
is one, each instrument is disposed in a way that is suited to it, according
to the desired goal. Similarly, if the animal spirit, which is one, uses the
instrument of the eye then its action will be sight, whereas if it uses the
instrument of the nose its action will be smell. If it uses the tongue
the action will be taste, if skin and flesh the action will be touch, and
if liver nourishing and being nourished []. Each of these actions has

 Arabic uses the same term (s.ayd) for hunting and fishing.
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an organ that serves it and each organ is only able to complete an action
when something reaches it from the spirit along the pathways known as
nerves. If these paths are severed or blocked in some way, the action of
that organ is disabled. These nerves receive the spirit from the interior
of the brain, which derives it in turn from the heart. The brain contains
many spirits, for it is a location that distributes it to many parts. When
any organ is deprived of this spirit for some reason or another, it will be
put out of action. This corresponds to a discarded implement, which the
agent can neither dispose of nor use beneficially. Moreover, if this spirit
as a whole leaves the body or is dissipated in one way or another, the
entire body will become incapacitated and will arrive at the condition of
death.

This manner of reasoning allowed him to attain this level of rational
speculation by the third seven-year period after his birth, which was his
twenty-first year.

During the period mentioned he devised a number of useful inventions.
He covered himself with the hides of animals that he dissected and wore
them on his body. He made thread out of hair, the barks of stalks of
mallow, hemp, and other plants with fibers. He first hit upon this idea
when using alfa, from whose tough thorns and stalks, sharpened on stones,
he made hooks. He discovered the art of construction when he observed
the behavior of swallows. He built a depot and storehouse for his surplus
food, which he secured with a door made of canes tied to one another, to
prevent any animals from getting at it while he was absent on some errand
or another []. He also domesticated birds of prey to use in hunting and
raised chickens to benefit from their eggs and meat. From the hooves of
wild cattle he fashioned spearheads and attached them to sturdy canes and
the branches of beech trees, using fire and sharp stones to do so, thereby
creating spear-like weapons. He made a shield from toughened hides. All
this he did because of what he saw as his lack of natural weapons.

He observed that his hands were capable of supplying him with every-
thing he lacked in that regard and that animals of all varieties no longer
resisted him. Rather, they now fled from him and eluded him altogether by
being swifter, so he fell back on his ingenuity. The most successful course,
he thought, would be to domesticate some of the swiftest animals, treating
them kindly by bringing them their proper food, until he was capable of

 Alternatively, consisting of many parts (tatawazzacfı̄hi aqsām kathı̄rah).
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riding them and using them to chase other types of animal. The island
contained wild horses and asses, so he took as many as he needed, tamed
them until he was able to achieve his purpose, and attached laces and hides
to them to create something like bits and saddles. He thereby achieved
what he had hoped for and was able to pursue the animals that he had been
unable to trap by using his ingenuity. He mastered all these things at the
same time as he was occupied with dissection and desired to understand
all the properties of the organs of animals and their peculiarities. All this
took place within the period specified, namely  years.

After that, he pursued other interests, examining all bodies in the realm
of generation and corruption: animals of all varieties, plants, minerals,
rocks, soils, water, steam, snow, hail, smoke, ice, flame, and heat. He
discovered that they had many characteristics and a variety of actions,
as well as both similar and contrary motions []. He reasoned intently
about these matters and verified them, finding that they were similar
in some respects and differed in others. Insofar as they were the same,
they were one, and insofar as they differed, they were various and multi-
ple. Sometimes he would reason about the properties of things and what
distinguished them from one another, and they would appear to be an
immeasurably large multitude. Existence seemed to him to be an uncon-
tainable, sprawling expanse. Indeed, even his own self appeared multiple
when he considered the variations among his organs, each of which was
suited to an action and had a characteristic that was specific to itself. He
would inspect each organ and find that each was capable of being divided
into many parts. He would therefore judge that his essence was multiple,
as he did for the essence of every other thing.

At other times, he would follow another line of reasoning, and would
find that his organs, for all their multiplicity, were in fact connected to
one another. They were not separate in any way, and were effectively one.
Moreover, they were only different because of the differences among their
actions, which were caused by what they received from the potentiality
of the animal spirit, about which he had reasoned earlier. That spirit was
one in its essence and was also the reality of the essence; all other organs
were like instruments for it. By this method, his essence was unified for
him.

 The Arabic dhāt can mean either self or essence, and there seems to be a deliberate ambiguity in
this portion of the text, as H. ayy is in the process of formulating the concept of essence. In what
follows, I have translated it using both English terms, as seems appropriate.
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He then moved on to other types of animal, and by the same type of
reasoning, concluded that each particular one was a unity. Then he would
look at a species, such as deer, horses, asses, and the various species of
birds, and would find that the individuals of each species resembled one
another in both external and internal organs, as well as in their senses,
movements, and ends. He could find no differences among them – aside
from slight things – by comparison to what they had in common. He
judged that the spirit in each of these species was one thing, and that
it differed [] only in that it was divided among many hearts. If he
could collect everything that was divided among these hearts and put
them in one container, it would consist of one thing, as though it were
water or some other liquid that had been divided among many bottles and
then collected together again. Whether divided or collected it consists of
one thing, it is only accidentally multiple in some respect. Based on this
manner of reasoning, he came to regard an entire species as one thing,
and took the multiplicity of the individuals of a species as corresponding
to the multiplicity of organs in a single individual, which were not really
multiple.

Conjuring up all the species of animals in his mind, he contemplated
them, and found that they were all similar insofar as they all had percep-
tion, nutrition, and moved by volition wherever they wished. He had come
to know that these actions were those specific to the animal spirit, and that
all the respects in which they differed – aside from these commonalities –
were not highly specific to the animal spirit. It became clear to him as a
result of this contemplation that the animal spirit that was common to the
entire genus of animals was one in reality. Wherever a slight difference
arose that was specific to one species or another, this was comparable to
a single quantity of water, divided among many bottles, some of which
were colder than others, but which was actually one and the same. Those
having the same degree of coldness were comparable to the specificity of
the animal spirit in one species. Moreover, just as that water was a unity,
the animal spirit was also a unity, even though it was accidentally multiple
in some respect. According to this manner of reasoning, he discovered
that the genus of animals was one.

Then he reexamined the different species of plants, finding that the
individuals of each species resembled one another in their branches, leaves,
flowers, fruits, and activity. He compared them to animals, and came to
know that they had one thing in common, which corresponded to the
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spirit in animals, and that they were a unity in respect of that thing. He
also looked at the entire genus of plants and judged that it was a unity
insofar as plants all shared in the activity of nutrition and growth.

[] Then he combined in his mind the animal genus and plant genus
and found that all of their members shared in nutrition and growth, but
that the animal genus added to the plant genus, perception, sensation, and
motion. He also noted that plants sometimes exhibited something similar
to these activities, such as the turning of flowers to face the sun, the motion
of roots towards nutriment, and similar things. These contemplations led
him to conclude that plants and animals are one, because of the one thing
common to them both – though it was more complete and perfect in one
of them, whereas in the other it was blocked by some impediment. It was
comparable to one quantity of water that had been divided in two parts,
one being solid and the other liquid. In this way, animals and plants were
unified by him.

He then turned his attention to bodies that lacked perception, nutrition,
and growth, such as rocks, soil, water, air, and flame, and found that they
were all bodies with a certain height, width, and depth. He found that these
bodies differed only in that some had color whereas others were colorless,
some were hot while others were cold, and other such differences. He
saw that hot bodies could become cold and cold bodies could become hot,
and that water became steam and steam became water. He also found that
burning objects were transformed into embers, ashes, flame, and smoke,
and that when smoke encountered a stone arch it solidified there and
became like any other terrestrial thing. As a result of these contemplations,
he concluded that they were all one thing in reality, even though they were
generally a multiplicity. This multiplicity was the same as that found
amongst animals and plants.

When he went on to reason about the thing that unified plants and
animals, he found that it was a body like these other bodies, with a length,
width, and depth, which could be either hot or cold. Thus it was just
like one of these other bodies that had neither perception nor nutri-
tion, but was different from them merely in the actions that issued from
it by means of animal or plant instruments. Perhaps these actions were
not essential but flowed to it from something else []; had they flowed

 Reading lā tah. ussu wa lā tataghadhdhā for tah. ussu wa lā tataghadhdhā (had perception and not
nutrition).
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to these other bodies they would have been similar. He reasoned about
this thing in its essence, stripped of these activities – which according
to preliminary opinion would appear to issue from it – and found that
it was simply a body like any other. As a result of these contemplations,
it became clear to him that bodies were one thing, whether animate or
inanimate, in motion or at rest. But some of them had actions produced
by instruments, and he did not know whether these actions were essential
to them or whether they flowed to them from some other thing. From
this perspective, he saw nothing but bodies, and by this method, he
discovered that existence as a whole was one. But by the first line of
reasoning he regarded existence as an immeasurable and limitless multi-
plicity. He remained under the influence of this condition for a period of
time.

He then contemplated all bodies, whether animate or inanimate. At
times they appeared to be one thing and at other times to be an endless
multiplicity. Each of them, he observed, always had one of two features: it
either moved upwards, like smoke, flame, and air when it was underwater,
or else it moved in the opposite direction, downwards, like water, pieces
of earth, animals, and plants. Each of these bodies always had one of these
two motions, and would not rest unless an obstacle blocked its path. For
instance, when a rock moving downwards encounters the solid surface
of the earth it stops because it is unable to penetrate it; if it were able to
do so, it would clearly not cease to move. That is why, when you lift it,
you will find that it struggles to move downwards, seeking to descend.
Similarly, when smoke rises, it will not veer from its course unless it
encounters a solid dome to trap it, at which point it will twist right and
left. If it manages to escape from the dome, it will penetrate the air in
its ascent, since air cannot trap it. He also noted that when a leather
skin is filled with air, fastened, and immersed in water, it seeks to ascend
and will resist anyone who holds it underwater. It continues to do so
until it attains the location of air, by emerging from under the water. At
that point, it comes to rest and loses its former resistance and tendency
to go upwards.

He reasoned: Were there any bodies lacking one of these two motions,
or a tendency towards one of them [] at any given time? He found no

 Literally, in this condition or state ( fı̄ hādhihi al-h. āl ).
 Presumably, the condition of alternately seeing existence as a unity and seeing it as a multiplicity.
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such body among those around him, but he eagerly sought such a body, in
order to determine the nature of bodies as such, without being joined to
any of the characteristics that give rise to multiplicity. When he failed to
do so, he observed those bodies with the fewest characteristics predicated
of them and found that they had, in some way, one of two attributes,
which can be expressed as follows: heaviness and lightness. He reasoned
about heaviness and lightness. Do they belong to body as such? Or do
they belong to a concept added to that of body? He ruled in favor of the
latter, since he thought that if they belonged to body as such, then there
would not exist a body without both of them. But we find that the heavy
body does not have lightness, and the light body does not have heaviness.
These are necessarily two different bodies, and each has a distinct concept
added to its being a body. This concept is what differentiates each of these
bodies from the other. If that were not the case, they would be the same
thing in every respect.

He realized that the reality of each of the heavy and light bodies is
composed of two concepts: one shared by both, namely the concept of
body, and another specific to each, which is heaviness in one of them and
lightness in the other. These concepts are joined to the concept of body,
which is what moves one upwards and the other downwards. Similarly,
he reasoned about all other inanimate and animate bodies and found that
the reality of the existence of each [] one of them is composed of the
concept of body and of some other concept added to the concept of body,
either one or more than one. The forms of the different bodies began to
loom before him, and this is the first thing that appeared to him from
the spiritual realm, since they are forms that cannot be perceived by the
senses but are rather apprehended by a type of intellectual reasoning.
Among the things that appeared to him from the spiritual realm was that
the animal spirit whose location is the heart, as has been explained above,
must also have a concept added to the concept of corporeality, equipping
it by virtue of that concept to carry out these particular movements, which
are specific to it, of the kinds of perceptions, varieties of sensations, and
types of motions. That concept was its form and the differentia that

 Alternatively, body qua body (min h. ayth hūwa jism).
 The Arabic term macnā (concept, meaning) can have a range of connotations in medieval Islamic

philosophy. But rather than translate it freely in this context, I have preferred to translate it
literally, while drawing attention to the fact that in this sentence and in what follows, it is better
understood as “property” or “attribute,” or sometimes “form.”
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differentiated it from all other bodies. This is what theoreticians call the
animal soul.

The same applies to the thing that takes the place for plants of nat-
ural heat for animals. It is something specific to them, their differentia,
which theoreticians call the vegetative soul. Similarly for all inanimate
bodies, which have, in addition to both animals and plants in the realm
of generation and corruption, something specific to them, enabling each
of them to perform their specific actions, such as the perceptible types of
movements and the kinds of capacities. That thing is the differentia of
each of them, which is what theoreticians call its “nature.”

When he understood by these speculations that the reality of the animal
spirit, which he always yearned for, was composed of the concept of body
as well as another concept added to that of body, and also that the concept
of body was shared by all bodies and that the other associated concept was
specific to a particular body, the concept body ceased to be of importance
to him. So he set it aside and he fastened his thoughts on the second
concept, which is what is expressed as the soul. He yearned to explore
it and committed himself to thinking about it, and in so doing he adopted
the principle of reasoning that he would examine all bodies not insofar
as they were bodies, but rather insofar as they possessed forms that
entailed specific properties that differentiated them from one another.

He pursued this inquiry and dedicated himself to it, and found that
there was a set of bodies sharing a certain form that issued in a certain
action or actions. He observed that a subset of this set, while sharing a
form with this collection, added to it another form, from which certain
other actions issued. He observed further that a subset of bodies within
that subset, which had the first two forms, added a third form, from
which certain actions issued that were specific [] to them. An example
of this would be all the terrestrial bodies, such as earth, rocks, minerals,
plants, animals, and all other massive bodies, which constitute a single
set sharing one form, which issues in a downward movement, provided
they are not obstructed from moving downwards by some obstacle. A
subset of this set, namely the plants and animals, while sharing this form
with the previous set, adds to it another form, which issues in nutrition
and growth. Nutrition occurs when the one receiving nutrition replaces

 Alternatively, qualities (kayfı̄yyāt).  The Arabic term nafs can also be translated as self.
 Alternatively, insofar as their essences were forms (dhawāt s. ūwar).
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whatever has actually decomposed of it, with the help of the nutritive
faculty, which transforms what it has come upon by means of the diges-
tive faculty, with the help of the faculty of assimilation and the faculty
of transport, so that it is perfectly disposed to match the substance
of the one receiving nutrition, in order to preserve the individual and
perfect his capacity. Growth is augmentation by means of the faculty of
growth, which increases the dimensions of the body, meaning height,
width, and depth, according to natural proportions, with the nutriment
that has entered its parts. Both of these actions are common to plants
and animals, and issue necessarily from a form common to both, which is
called the vegetative soul. Moreover, a subset of this subset, specifically
animals, while sharing with the previous subset the first and second forms,
adds a third form, which issues in perception and locomotion from one
domain to another.

He also found that each species of animal has a specific property that
sets it apart from other species and differentiates it from them, making it
distinct from them. He knew that this issued from a form specific to it,
which is additional [] to the concept of the form that it has in common
with other animals. Likewise, each species of plant is similar. It became
clear to him that some of the perceptible bodies in the realm of generation
and corruption acquire their reality from numerous concepts added to the
concept of body, while others do so on the basis of fewer such concepts. He
came to know that it was easier to be cognizant of those bodies with fewer
concepts than those with more. He therefore first sought to understand
the reality of the form of the thing that acquires its reality from the fewest
things. He found that animals and plants acquire their reality from many
concepts, due to the variety of their actions, so he postponed his reflections
about their forms. He also found that some parts of earth are simpler than
other parts, so he sought out the simplest of these he could find. Likewise,
he found that water was a thing less composite than other things, given
the paucity of actions issuing from its forms; similarly, for fire and air.

The first thing he assumed was that these four can be transformed into
one another and that they had one thing in common, namely the concept
of body, and that this thing [viz. the concept body] should lack any of
the concepts that distinguish each of these four from the other. It cannot

 It is not clear what precise function the faculty of transport (al-wās.ilah) is performing; it is not
listed by Ibn Sı̄nā among the faculties of the soul.
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move upwards or downwards, nor can it be hot, nor moist, nor dry, since
none of these attributes is general to all bodies. Thus, these cannot be
attributes of body insofar as it is body. If it were possible for a body to
exist that had no form added to its being a body, it would have none of
these attributes, and it could not have any attribute if that attribute did
not generalize over all bodies that were informed with the various kinds
of forms.

He reasoned: “Is there a single attribute that generalizes over all bodies,
both animate and inanimate?” He found nothing that generalized over all
bodies except the concept of extension, which exists in all of them in
all three dimensions, expressed as height, width, and depth. He knew
that this concept belongs to body insofar as it is body. However, he was
unable to perceive the existence of a body possessing this attribute alone,
which possessed no concept besides the extension just mentioned and
wholly lacking all forms. He then reflected upon this extension in three
dimensions. Was it the concept of body itself [] and was there no other
concept besides it? Or was that not the case? He observed that alongside
this concept of extension there was indeed another concept, that in which
extension alone existed and without which it could not subsist, just as
that extended thing could not subsist on its own without extension.

He used an example drawn from perceptible bodies, which have
forms, to illustrate this idea. He observed that if one molded clay into
a shape, such as a sphere, it would have height, width, and depth in
certain quantities. Moreover, if that same sphere were then transformed
into a cube or egg shape, its height, weight, and depth would change,
and would take on other quantities, different from the previous ones.
Meanwhile, the clay remained one and the same, unchanged, though it
necessarily had a length, width, and depth, to some extent or another.
It could not be stripped of them. In addition, because they succeeded it,
it became clear to him that it was a concept on its own, and because it
could not be stripped of them entirely, it became clear that they were
of its reality.

By considering this example, it seemed to him that body, insofar as it
was body, was in reality composed of two concepts: the first corresponded
to the clay of the sphere in this analogy, and the other corresponded to

 Alternatively, whose essences are forms (dhawāt al-s. ūwar).
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the height, width, and depth of the sphere, or cube, or any other shape
that a body might have. It also seemed to him that he only understood
the concept of body insofar as it was composed of these two concepts
and that neither could do without the other. But what could change and
take on many aspects was the concept of extension, which resembled
form for many bodies, which have forms; whereas what remained in a
fixed state was what corresponded to clay in the previous analogy, which
resembled the concept of body for all bodies that had forms. This thing
that corresponded to the clay in the analogy is what theoreticians call
matter or prime matter, which is entirely bare of form.

When his reasoning reached this point, he withdrew somewhat from
what is perceptible and became aware of the peripheries of the intellectual
realm, but then he became nostalgic and longed for what he had become
familiar with in the perceptible realm. So he retreated slightly and left body
[] as such, since that was something that was not perceived by the senses
and was not tangible. Instead, he returned to the simplest perceptible
bodies that he had observed, namely those four that his reasoning had
previously hit upon.

The first that he reasoned about was water. He observed that if it were
left to what its form dictated, it evinced a perceptible coldness and sought
to move downwards. If it were heated first, either by fire or by the heat of
the sun, coldness would be eliminated first and it would continue to seek
to move downwards. If it were heated further, it would no longer seek to
move downwards and it would seek to move upwards instead. Thus, the
two attributes that always issued from it and its form would be eliminated
altogether. Since he was only cognizant of the two actions that issued from
the form, when these actions ceased, the form was annulled. The form
of water was eliminated from that body when actions appeared from it
that had a tendency to issue from another form. Another form originated
in it, which had not been there before, and actions issued from the body
by virtue of that form, which would not have had a tendency to issue from
it before, while it retained the first form. Thus, he knew by necessity that
each event must inevitably have an originator. This example impressed

 That is, the four elements: earth, water, air, and fire.
 Literally, the judgment of the form was annulled (bat.ula h. ukm al-s. ūrah). Ibn T. ufayl uses a metaphor

that suggests the reversal of a legal verdict.
 Alternatively, each existent (kull h. ādith).
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upon his soul the agent of the form, in a general way not in particular
terms.

He then went in pursuit of the forms that he had already come to
know, one by one, and found that they were all originated and that they
must necessarily have an agent. He then reasoned about the essences of
the forms and found that they were none other than the dispositions of
bodies to issue forth those actions. For example, when water was heated to
excess, it was disposed to move upwards and became suited to that. That
disposition was its form, since there was nothing there but body and the
things that could be perceived thereof, such as qualities and movements,
which were not there before. There was also an agent that had originated
in them, having not been there before. The suitability of the body for
some movements rather than others, was none other than its disposition
to its form. The same seemed to him to hold of all forms. It became clear
to him that the actions issuing from them were not in reality due to them,
but were rather due to an agent that carried out the actions attributed
[] to them. The concept that dawned upon him was the one expressed
in the statement by the Prophet of God (peace be upon him): “I was the
hearing by which he hears, and the sight by which he sees.” And in the
most masterful Revelation: “You did not kill them, but God killed them;
and you did not throw when you threw, but God threw” [Qur’ān :].

When something of the agent loomed before him in this general manner
without particularity, he had an acute yearning to become cognizant of it
in particular terms, for he had not yet left the perceptible realm. He began
to seek this voluntary agent at the level of perceptibles, not knowing yet
whether it was one or multiple. He perused all the bodies before him,
which were always the objects of his reflection, and found that all of them
were generated at times and corrupted at other times. Although he had
not witnessed the corruption of the entire set of bodies, he had witnessed
the corruption of its parts, such as water and earth. He saw that parts of
them were corrupted by fire. Likewise, he saw that air was corrupted by
extreme cold, producing ice, which then melted into water. Similarly, for
all the bodies that he had observed: none of them were free of origination
and none lacked the voluntary agent. He therefore cast them all aside and
came to reflect upon celestial bodies.

 The term for “agent” ( fācil) is also used to refer to the Aristotelian efficient cause.
 Reading tafs. ı̄l (particular) for tafd. ı̄l (preference).
 Literally, disposition of a body (in the singular).
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He reached this level of rational speculation at the end of four seven-
year periods after his birth, which were twenty-eight years.

He knew that the sky and all the planets in it were bodies because they
were extended in three dimensions []: height, width, and depth. None
of them ever lacked this attribute, and whatever never lacks the attribute of
extension is a body. Thus, they are all bodies. He then reflected: Are they
infinitely extended, having infinite height, width, and depth without
end? Or are they instead finite, being bounded by limits at which they stop
and after which there can be no extension? He was somewhat perplexed
by this. But by the power of his reasoning and the cleverness of his mind,
he observed that an infinite body was an absurdity, an impossible thing,
and an unintelligible concept. This judgment was bolstered by many
arguments that occurred to him, for he argued as follows. This celestial
body is either finite on the side that faces me and that I can perceive,
which I do not doubt because I can sense it with my eyes; or else it is finite
on the opposite side, which is what I am doubtful of. However, I also
know that it is impossible for it to extend infinitely on the opposite side,
by the following argument. First, I imagine two lines [] starting from
this bounded side, traversing the thickness of the body infinitely in the
direction of the extension of the body. Then, I imagine that a large segment
is removed from one of these lines on its bounded side, and that the
rest of the line is taken and laid at the bounded end of the line that
remains whole. If the mind then follows both lines in the direction that
is said to be infinite, we will find one of two things. Either both lines will
still extend infinitely and neither will be shorter than the other, which is
impossible, since the line from which a segment has been taken would
then be equal to the one that remained whole – just as it is impossible for
the whole to be the same as the part. Or else the shorter line will not extend
with the other line forever, but will rather fall short before it reaches its
destination and will cease to extend along with it. This means that it will
be finite, so if the segment that was taken from it at first, which is also
finite, is restored to it, the whole will also be finite. But then it will be no
shorter and no greater than the line that remained whole. Thus, this line
will be the same as the other, and since it is finite, the other line will also

 Literally, extended without end (mumtaddah ilā ghayr nihāyah). In Arabic, the terms for finite (with
end) and infinite (without end) appear to be more intuitively graspable than the corresponding
English terms, making this argument seem more accessible to an autodidact like H. ayy.

 Literally, from which nothing was taken (lam yuqtacminhu shay’).
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be finite. So the body in which these lines are supposed to be drawn will
also be finite. But these lines could be drawn in any body, so every body
is finite. Thus, when we suppose a body to be infinite, our supposition is
false and impossible.

When he had determined, thanks to his exceptional native intelligence
that had discovered this argument, that the body of the sky was finite,
he wanted to be cognizant of its shape and the manner in which it was
intersected by the surfaces that bordered it. He looked first at the sun,
moon, and other planets, and saw that they all rose in the east and set in
the west. He saw that whichever one passed over the zenith traversed a
great circle, whereas what diverged from the zenith to the north or south
traversed a smaller circle. And what was further from the zenith on either
side had a smaller circle than what was nearer. Moreover, the smallest
circles in which the planets moved were two: one around the South Pole,
which is the orbit of Suhayl, and another around the North Pole, which
is the orbit of al-Farqadayn. Since his home, which we described earlier,
was on the Equator, all these circles were perpendicular to the surface of
his horizon and were similar to the south and north. Moreover, both polar
axes were visible to him. He noticed that a planet traversing a large circle
and a planet traversing a small circle, which rose together, would also set
together []. The same applied to all planets at all times. So it became
clear to him, as a result, that the celestial realm was shaped like a sphere.
This belief was strengthened by the fact that he observed that the sun,
moon, and other planets return to the east after setting in the west, as well
as the fact that they appeared to him as large when they rose, when they
reached the center of the sky, and when they set. If their orbits were not
circular, they would necessarily have been closer to his sight at some times

 In this passage, H. ayy puts forward a proof that the universe is finite. Since it is not infinite on the
side facing him, he starts out by supposing that it extends infinitely on the far side opposite him,
and proves that this leads to an impossibility. He imagines two lines starting from the boundary
of the celestial realm and extending infinitely outwards through it (call them AC and A’C’). Next,
he imagines taking a line segment from the bounded end of the first line (AB), then adjusting it so
that its bounded end (B) is aligned once again with the bounded end of the second line (A’). If both
lines (BC and A’C’) remain infinite, this leads to an impossibility since it effectively implies that
the part (BC = B’C’) is equal to the whole (A’C’). Alternatively, if the first line (BC) falls short of
the second (A’C’), this implies that the first line (BC) is finite. But since the line segment (AB) that
was taken from it is also finite, and adding two finite magnitudes results in a finite magnitude, the
original line (AC) must have been finite to begin with, which is also impossible since it contradicts
the initial supposition. He takes this as a reductio ad absurdum of the supposition that the celestial
realm is infinite in extension.

 The star Canopus.  Two bright stars (� and �) of Ursa Minor.
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than at others, and if that were so, then their magnitudes and sizes would
have appeared differently in his sight, so that he would find them to be
larger when they were near than when they were far, since their distances
would have been different from his position – which is contrary to the
first finding. Since that was not the case, he confirmed the sphericity of
its shape.

He went on to examine the movement of the moon, observing that it
went from west to east, as did the other wandering planets, until a large
portion of the science of astronomy became evident to him. It became
apparent to him that the motions of the planets occur in many spheres,
all lying within one sphere, which was the highest and moved every-
thing from east to west during the period of a day and a night. To
explain how it moved and to become cognizant of it takes time and is
proven in books. For our purposes, all that is needed is what has already
been mentioned.

[] When he achieved this level of cognizance, and he became
acquainted with the fact that the entire celestial sphere and all that it
contains is like one interconnected thing, and that the bodies that he rea-
soned about initially, such as earth, water, air, plants, animals, and the like,
all lie within it and are not external to it, he likened it to an individual
animal. The luminous planets correspond to the senses of the animal,
while the various celestial spheres, which are connected to one another,
correspond to the limbs of the animal. Meanwhile, what is within it of
the realm of generation and corruption corresponds to what is inside the
body of the animal including excretions and humors, within which an
animal is frequently generated, as in the larger world.

When it became clear to him that it was like a single individual in real-
ity, a being in need of a voluntary agent, and when its many parts became
unified for him, as a result of the same type of reasoning by which he
unified the bodies that were in the realm of generation and corruption, he
reflected on the entire world. Did it originate after having not existed, and
did it come into existence after nonexistence? Or was it something that
had always existed previously, having not been preceded by nonexistence
in any way? He was puzzled by this, and neither of the two judgments
carried greater weight with him. For when he leaned towards the belief in
the preeternity of the world, he encountered many obstacles, such as the

 Presumably, spontaneous generation of parasites and other creatures living in the human body.
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impossibility of the existence of what is infinite in time, by an argument
similar to the one that he used to establish the impossibility of an infi-
nite body. Likewise, he saw that this existence was not free of originated
events, so that it was not possible for it to precede them, but what could not
precede originated events, must also be originated. But when he leaned
towards the belief in the origination of the world, he encountered other
obstacles, such as the following one. He observed [] that the concept
of its origination after its nonexistence cannot be understood except as
meaning that time preceded it, but time is part of the world and cannot
be separated from it. Thus, the precedence of time over the world cannot
be understood. Likewise, he said: “If it were indeed originated, it must
have had an originator. Why did this originator, which originated it, orig-
inate it at this time and not before? Was it due to some new factor that
occurred, which is impossible because there was nothing else in exis-
tence? Or was it due to a change that occurred in its essence? If so, what
originated that change?”

He continued to reflect on this for several years, while arguments
opposed one another, but neither of the two beliefs carried greater weight
with him. When he was at a loss as to what to think, he began to reflect
on what followed from each of the two beliefs, since what followed from
each might be the same. He found that if he believed that the world was
originated and emerged into existence out of nonexistence, it followed
necessarily that it was not possible for it to come into existence on its
own, and that it must have an agent that brings it into existence. This
agent would not be perceivable by any of the senses, for if it were then
it would be a body like any other, and if it were a body like any other,
then it would be part of the world, would be originated, and would need
an originator. If that second originator were also a body, then it would
require a third originator, and the third a fourth, and so on in an infi-
nite sequence, which is impossible. Therefore, it is necessary that the
world has an agent that is not a body. If it is not a body, then there is
no means of perceiving it by any of the senses, since the five senses only
perceive bodies or what depends on bodies. If it cannot be perceived, then
it cannot be imagined, for imagination is nothing but bringing forth the
images of perceptibles in their absence. If it is not a body, then none of
the attributes of bodies are applicable to it, beginning with the attributes
of extension, height, width, and depth. It is exempt from all that and
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from all the attributes of bodies that follow from that. If it is the agent
of the world, then it must have power over it and knowledge of it. “Does
He not know what He created, for he is Kind and Discerning” [Qur’an,
:].

[] He also observed that if he believed that the world was preeternal,
and that nonexistence did not precede it, and that it had always been as
it is, it would follow that its motion was preeternal and was infinite in the
direction of its beginning, for it was not preceded by immobility at the
point at which it started. Every motion necessarily requires a mover.
The mover can either be a potentiality pervading a body – either that
same body or a different body that is external to it – or else it can be
a potentiality that does not pervade or is not present in a body. Every
potentiality that pervades a body and is present in it is divided when that
body is divided and multiplied when it is multiplied, such as, for example,
the weight in a stone that moves it downwards. If the stone is divided in two
halves its weight will also be divided in two halves, and if a similar stone
is added to it then its weight will also be increased by the same amount. If
it were possible to increase the stone forever infinitely, its weight would
also increase infinitely. However, if the stone reaches a certain degree of
magnitude and stops, the weight would also stop at that limit. But it has
been demonstratively proven that every body is necessarily finite, hence
every potentiality in a body is also necessarily finite. Thus, if we find a
potentiality that produces an infinite action, then this potentiality must
not be in a body. Moreover, we have found that the celestial sphere moves
forever infinitely and without interruption, since we have supposed that
it is preeternal and without a beginning. It follows necessarily from this
that the potentiality that moves it is not in its body nor in another external
body. It therefore belongs to something that is free of bodies, without any
of the attributes of bodies.

It had already become apparent to him during his first reasoning con-
cerning the realm of generation and corruption that the reality of the
existence of each body is by virtue of its form, which is its disposition to
undertake a variety of motions. By contrast, the existence it has by virtue
of its matter is a weak existence that is almost inapprehensible. Thus,
the existence of the entire world comes about by virtue of its disposi-
tion to be moved by this mover, which is free of matter and its attributes
and is exempt from being perceived by the senses or conjured by the
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imagination, for God is above that. Moreover, if He is the agent of the
motions of the celestial realm, in their various types, which are actually
unvarying and unflagging, then He must necessarily have power over it
and knowledge of it.

Therefore, his reasoning led him to the same conclusion by this route
as he had reached by the first route, and he was none the worse for his
doubts concerning the preeternity or origination of the world. In either
case, he determined that an agent existed that was not a body, not attached
to a body, not detached from a body, and neither external nor internal to
a body. For attachment, detachment, internality, and externality are all
attributes of bodies, and He was exempt from these attributes.

[] Since the matter of every body needs form, for it cannot subsist
without it and does not have a fixed reality in its absence, and since
form does not have true existence except by the action of this voluntary
agent, it became clear to him that all existents need this agent for their
existence, and that none of them could subsist without it. He was therefore
the cause of existents and they were caused by Him, whether they were
originated in existence and preceded by nonexistence, or whether they
had no beginning in time and were never preceded by nonexistence. In
either case, they are caused, need the agent, are dependent on Him for
their existence, could not persist without His persistence, could not exist
without His existence, and would not be preeternal were it not for His
preeternity. Meanwhile, the cause, in essence, is capable of doing without
them and is free of them. How could it be otherwise, since it has been
demonstratively proven that His ability and power are infinite, and that
all bodies and all that is connected to them or dependent on to them, even
to some extent, including what lies above and below them, are His action
and creation, and come after Him in essence if not in time.

Compare this to grasping a body with your fist, then moving your hand.
The body would necessarily move along with the movement of your hand,
a movement that comes after the movement of the hand in essence if not
in time, since they began together. Similarly, the entire world is caused
and created by that agent out of time. “His command, if He intends
something, is only to say to it, ‘Be,’ and it is” [Qur’ān, :].

 Even though H. ayy does not seem to have formulated the concept of a personal God, I have used
the masculine pronoun in conformity with the Arabic text.
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When he found that all existents are the result of His action, he exam-
ined them thoroughly in order to appreciate the power of their agent and
to wonder at the marvels of His handiwork, the acuity of His wisdom,
and the subtlety of His knowledge. Signs of His wisdom and marvelous
handiwork were clear to him in the most insignificant of existing things,
let alone the most significant. This left him full of wonder, and he deter-
mined that this could only be produced by a voluntary agent at the height
of perfection, indeed above perfection. “The weight of an atom escapes
Him not in the heavens and on earth, nor anything smaller nor larger”
[Qur’ān, :].

[] He proceeded to contemplate all types of animals, and how “He
gave each thing its nature, then guided it” [Qur’ān :] to use that
nature. Had He not guided the animals to use those organs that were
created for them in the ways that provide the benefits for which they were
intended, animals would not have benefited from these organs and they
would have been burdensome to them. He came to know that He was the
Most Generous and Most Compassionate. Whenever something pertain-
ing to existing beings seemed to him to be good, magnificent, perfect,
strong, virtuous – whichever virtue it happened to be – he reflected and
knew that it emanated from the excellence and action of that voluntary
agent, may He be exalted. He knew that He was in essence greater and
more perfect than all of them, as well as more complete, better, more
magnificent, more beautiful, and more enduring. He also knew that there
was no comparison between Him and the others. He continued to pursue
all the attributes of perfection, and found that they pertained to Him and
issued from Him, and that He was more deserving of these attributes than
all other things beneath Him.

He also pursued all the attributes of imperfection and observed that He
was innocent of them and exempt from them. How could it be otherwise,
since imperfection simply means pure nonexistence, or what is related
to nonexistence? And how could nonexistence be related to or come into
contact with the pure necessary existent in essence, the giver of exis-
tence to all existents? There is no existence but Him: He is existence,
perfection, completion, goodness, magnificence, ability, and knowledge.

 Ibn T. ufayl inserts the final pronoun into the Qur’ānic quotation.
 Reading talāmasa for talammasa.
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He is Himself, and “Everything will perish but His countenance” [Qur’ān,
:].

He achieved this level of cognizance at the end of five seven-year periods
after his birth, which was thirty-five years.

[] His heart was so preoccupied with the agent that he became
absorbed in thinking about Him to the exclusion of all other things. He
was distracted from his previous examination and inspection of existents
to the point that, from that time onwards, he could not set his sight on
anything without seeing in it some trace of His handiwork. His thought
would carry him immediately to the Maker, leaving the product behind.
He yearned more keenly for Him and his heart turned away completely
from the inferior perceptible realm and became attached to the superior
intelligible realm.

When he acquired knowledge of that superior being, whose existence
was fixed and uncaused, and who was the cause of the existence of all
things, he wanted to know how he had acquired this knowledge and by
what faculty he had apprehended this being. He examined all his senses,
namely: hearing, sight, smell, taste, and touch, and found that they could
not perceive anything that was not a body nor in a body. For hearing
only perceives sounds, which occur when the air vibrates when bodies
collide. Sight only perceives color, smell perceives odor, taste perceives
flavor, and touch perceives texture, hardness, softness, roughness, and
smoothness. The same goes for the imaginative faculty, which cannot
apprehend anything that does not have a length, width, and depth. All
things that can be perceived are attributes of bodies, and the senses cannot
perceive anything else. That is because they are faculties that pervade
bodies and are divisible as bodies are divisible. Therefore, they cannot
perceive anything but a divisible body. Since such a faculty pervades
something that is divisible, if it perceives something, then that thing must
necessarily be similarly divisible. Thus, every faculty that is in a body
necessarily can only perceive a body, or what is in a body.

It became clear that this necessary existent was innocent of bodily
attributes in every [] way. Therefore, He could only be apprehended by
way of something that was not a body, nor a bodily faculty, nor attached
in any way to bodies. He could not be inside them, nor outside them,

 Ibn T. ufayl seems to be saying that these faculties are physically embodied and have multiple
functions. Compare what H. ayy says about organs when he first dissects bodies (see []).
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nor connected to them, nor detached from them. It had already become
clear to him that he apprehended Him by his essence and that cognizance
of Him became established within him. Thus, it became clear to him in
this way that his essence, by which he apprehended Him, was something
that was not bodily and that none of the bodily attributes applied to it.
It also became clear that his apparent essence, by means of which he
apprehended bodily things, was not his true essence, but that his true
essence was that thing by which he apprehended the absolute necessary
existent.

When he came to know that his essence was not this bodily frame
that he perceived by his senses, which was contained within his skin, his
body became completely unimportant to him. He began to reflect on that
noble essence by which he apprehended the noble necessary existent. He
reasoned as follows: Could that noble essence be annihilated, corrupted,
or diminished, or would it persist permanently?

He observed that corruption and diminution were the attributes of
bodies, which cast off one form and took on another, such as when water
became air, or air became water, and when a plant became earth or ashes,
and when earth became a plant. That is the meaning of corruption. As for
those things that were not bodies and did not need bodies to subsist, which
were completely exempt from bodily things, their corruption cannot even
be conceived. When he had verified that his true essence could not be
corrupted, he desired to know what condition it would be in if it cast the
body aside and left it behind. It had become clear to him that it would only
cast the body aside if it had ceased to be a suitable instrument for it. He
examined all perceptual faculties and found that each of them sometimes
perceives in potentiality and at other times perceives in actuality. For
example, the eye when shut or averted from the object of sight [],
perceives in potentiality. The meaning of “perceives in potentiality” is
that it does not perceive now but that it will perceive in the future. In case
the eye is opened and it receives the object of sight it perceives in actuality.
The meaning of “perceives in actuality” is that it now perceives. Likewise,
each one of these perceptual faculties can perceive in potentiality and in
actuality. And if one of these faculties has not perceived in actuality at all,
then it will not, while potential, yearn to perceive that which is specific

 Alternatively, self (dhāt), again trading on the ambiguity in the Arabic term.
 Alternatively, corporeal things ( jismı̄yyāt).
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to it, for it has not yet encountered it, as in those who are blind at birth.
Meanwhile, if it had once perceived in actuality at some time then became
perceiving in potentiality, it will continue, while potential, to yearn to
perceive in actuality, because it has encountered that perceptible thing,
has become attached to it, and has been drawn towards it. It is like someone
who was sighted and became blind, and who continues to yearn for objects
of sight.

The more complete, magnificent, and good the perceptible thing is, the
greater will be the yearning for it, and the more intense will be the pain
of losing it. That is why the pain that one experiences upon losing one’s
eyesight after being sighted is greater than the pain of losing one’s sense
of smell, for the things perceived by sight are more complete and better
than those perceived by smell. Now suppose that something exists that
is infinitely perfect, and endless in goodness, beauty, and magnificence,
and He is above perfection, magnificence, and goodness – for there is
nothing in existence that is perfect, good, magnificent, and beautiful that
is not produced by Him and does not emanate from Him. Whoever loses
the ability to apprehend that thing after having encountered Him, will
necessarily be in infinite pain for as long as he is deprived of Him, just as
he will be in a state of uninterrupted joy, endless bliss, and infinite delight
and happiness, when he constantly apprehends Him.

It had already become clear to him that the necessary existent has all
the attributes of perfection and is exempt from and free of the attributes
of deficiency. It also became clear to him that the thing through which he
arrives at His apprehension does not resemble bodies and is not corrupted
as they are. As a result, it became apparent to him that if someone has
an essence that is prepared to have such an apprehension and he casts off
his body at death, then there are three possibilities. The first possibility
is that, he had not encountered the necessary existent at all before death,
during the time that he was in control of the body, not having had contact
with Him or heard of Him. Such a being will not yearn for that existent
and will not be pained by losing Him when he separates from his body
[]. All bodily faculties are extinguished with the expiration of the body,
so they do not yearn for the needs of these faculties, do not long for them,
and do not feel pain at being deprived of them. This is the condition
of all nonrational beasts, whether they have the form of humans or not.
The second possibility is that he may have encountered this existent
before the time of death, while he was in control of the body, and have
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become acquainted with that existent and come to know His perfection,
grandeur, power, ability, and goodness. But he may have turned away
from Him, following his passion, and have met his end in this condition.
Such a person would be deprived of the vision, while still yearning
for it. He will remain in a state of prolonged torment and infinite pain.
He will either extricate himself from this pain after protracted efforts
and will have a vision of what he yearned for earlier, or else will remain
eternally in pain, depending on his disposition towards one or another
of these two courses during his bodily life. The third possibility is that
one encounters the necessary existent before parting from the body and
devotes himself completely to Him, committing himself to reflect on
His exaltation, goodness, and magnificence, never turning away until he
meets his end, will be in a state of approaching and having a vision of
Him in actuality. If he parts from the body, he will remain in infinite joy
and permanent bliss, happiness, and gladness, due to the constancy of
his vision of the necessary existent, as well as the clarity of that vision
and its freedom from confusion or blemishes. He will shed the bodily
faculties with their sensual needs, which are pains, evils, and obstacles, by
comparison with that state.

When it became clear to him that the perfection of his essence and its joy
can come about only with the constant help of that necessary existent, []
he resolved to have a vision of Him always in actuality, so that he would
not avert his eyes even for a instant, until he met his end in this state of
vision in actuality, and his joy would be continuous and uninterrupted by
pain. This is what the shaykh and imām of S. ūfism al-Junayd referred to
when he told his companions just before his death: “This time is being
taken from God Almighty,” and proceeded to the sanctity of prayer.

He then began to reflect on how he would be able to achieve this
permanent vision in actuality, and would not be distracted from it. So he
reflected attentively on that existent at every hour. However, his reflection
would be disrupted as soon as he caught sight of a perceptible thing, heard
a sound made by some animal, imagined some likeness or another, felt a
pain in one of his limbs, experienced hunger, thirst, cold, or heat, or needed
to get up to satisfy his curiosity. The state of vision would then come to an

 Ibn T. ufayl uses a term (mushāhadah) deployed by the S. ūfı̄s to denote a state of mystical insight.
 The Arabic term h. āl is that used to denote the mystical state by the S. ūfı̄s.
 Alternatively, “This is a time taken from God Almighty.” The sense seems to be that any period

of time is better spent worshipping God, even when one is on the verge of death.
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end and he would be unable to return to it without exerting some effort.
He feared that he would meet his end while he was distracted and that
he would be consigned to permanent agony and the pain of being veiled
in obscurity. That condition saddened him and the remedy defied him.

He undertook an examination of all species of animals, observing their
actions and the purposes behind them, in order to determine whether any
of them were aware of this existent and had Him as their aim. That way, he
reasoned, he might learn from them how to bring about his own salvation.
But he found that all of them aimed merely at providing nourishment
for themselves, and at satisfying their appetites by supplying themselves
with food, drink, sex, shade, and warmth. That is how they occupied
themselves day and night until their time was up and they died. He could
not find a single one that deviated from this course or aimed at anything
else at any point. Clearly, therefore, they were not aware of that existent
nor did they yearn for Him, and they had not even encountered Him in any
way. Thus, they were all headed towards nonexistence or to a condition
resembling nonexistence. When he had rendered this judgment regarding
animals, he knew that it applied all the more to plants, since plants were
capable of only some of the sensations that animals had. If the more perfect
in sensation had not arrived at this cognizance, it was unlikely that the
less perfect would – not to mention that he also observed that the actions
of plants never went beyond nutrition and reproduction.

[] After that, he reasoned about the planets and the celestial sphere,
finding that their motions were all regular and proceeded in an orderly
fashion, and that they were transparent and luminous, far from accepting
change and corruption. He had a strong intuition that they had essences
that were different from their bodies, which were cognizant of the nec-
essary existent. He also intuited that these cognizant essences were not
bodies nor imprinted in bodies, like his own cognizant essence. How could
they not have such essences that were free of bodily attributes, while
he did have such an essence, even though he was weak, sorely in need of
sensory things, and was one of the corruptible bodies? Despite his inade-
quacy, this did not prevent him from having an incorruptible essence that

 Literally, in a condition of distraction.
 Literally, the pain of the veil (alam al-h. ijāb). Ibn T. ufayl may have in mind the veil that separates

believers from nonbelievers, as mentioned at several points in the Qur’ān (see e.g. Qur’ān :,
:), or perhaps the pain of being separated from the necessary existent.

 Literally, opinion (ra’y).  Alternatively, free of corporeality (al-barı̄’ah can al-jismānı̄yyah).
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was free of bodies. In this way, it became clear to him that the celestial
bodies were all the more worthy of this. He knew that they were cognizant
of the necessary existent and had a permanent vision of Him in actual-
ity, for the obstacles that barred him from constantly having that vision
were sensory impediments, the likes of which the celestial bodies did not
have.

Then he reflected as to why this essence, by virtue of which he resem-
bled the celestial bodies, was exclusive to him alone among the many
different species of animal. It had earlier become clear to him from con-
sidering the four elements and their transformation into one another, that
nothing on the face of the earth maintains its form. Rather, generation
and corruption always succeed one another in these bodies, and most
of them are mixed and composed of contrary things, which is why they
are headed for corruption. None of these things is pure, though what is
nearly completely pure and without defect is very far from corruption,
such as bodies of gold and ruby. Similarly, celestial bodies are simple and
pure, and that is why they are far from corruption and why forms do not
succeed themselves in them.

It also became clear to him at that point that the reality of some bodies
in the realm of generation and corruption consists in a single form added
to the concept of body, which are the four elements, while the reality
of other bodies, such as plants and animals, consists of something more
than that. A thing whose reality consists in fewer forms will also have
fewer actions and will be further from life. The complete absence of
form prevents it from having an entry into life and puts it in a condition
resembling nonexistence. Whatever has a reality that consists in more
forms will have more actions, and its entry into the condition of life will
be more lasting. If these forms are such that there is no way for them to part
from the matter that is specific to them, life will be more apparent, lasting,
and potent. The thing that lacks form entirely is prime matter or matter;
no trace of life [] is to be found in it and it resembles nonexistence. The
four elements, each of which consists of one form, are in the first ranks
of being in the realm of generation and corruption, and they compose
the things that have many forms. These elements are very weak in life,
in that they only have one motion. They are weak in life simply because

 The Arabic term (ist.aqis, plural ist.aqisāt) corresponds to the Greek stoikheion (element).
 The Arabic term (hayūlā) corresponds to the Greek hulē (prime matter).
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to each of them there is a clearly opposite contrary, which opposes it by
reason of its nature and requires it to change its form. Thus, its existence
is ephemeral and its life is weak. Meanwhile, plants are more potent
in life and animals are yet more apparent in life. This is because those
compounds that are dominated by the nature of a single element can be
overpowered by the natures of the other elements, which can extinguish
their potentialities. That compound then becomes effectively of the same
nature as the dominant element and is therefore only slightly worthy of
life, just as that element itself is only very slightly worthy of life. As for
those compounds that are not dominated by a single element, the elements
in them are well balanced and at equilibrium. In such a compound, none
of the elements will extinguish the potentiality of any other, but they will
instead act upon each other in an equal fashion. None of the elements will
have actions that are more apparent in the compound and none of them
will prevail over it. It will thus be far from resembling each one of the four
elements and its form will seem not to have a contrary, thereby becoming
worthy of life. When this balance increases, being more complete and
further from imbalance, it will be yet further from having a contrary, and
its life will be more perfect.

Since the animal spirit that is located in the heart is highly balanced,
being lighter than earth and water, and heavier than fire and air, it lies
practically at the center and is not opposed by any of the elements in a
clear manner. That is why it is disposed to take on an animal form. He
saw that it followed necessarily from this that the most balanced of the
animal spirits must be disposed to the most perfect life in the realm of
generation and corruption. That spirit must be close to being considered
without a contrary form, which is why it resembles the celestial bodies
whose forms do not have contraries. The spirit of that animal will be
as though it were in the center in reality, in between the elements that
do not move upwards at all and those that do not move downwards.
Moreover, if it were possible to set it at the midpoint between the center
of the world and the highest point reached by fire, and if it were not
corrupted, then it would be fixed there, seeking to move neither upwards
nor downwards. If it were displaced from that location it would move
around the center, just as [] the celestial bodies move. And if it were to
move in place, it would revolve around itself and would be spherical in

 Alternatively, only slightly hospitable to life (lā yasta’hil . . . min al-h. ayāt illā shay’an yası̄ran).
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shape, for it could not be otherwise. Thus, it was very similar to the celestial
bodies.

Since he had considered the conditions of animals and had not found
any that could be assumed to be aware of the necessary existent, and he
knew from his essence that it was aware of Him, he concluded therefore
that he was the animal with a balanced spirit, who resembled all the celes-
tial bodies. It became clear to him that he was different from all other
species of animal. Indeed, he had been created for a different purpose
and had been prepared for something great, for which no other species of
animal had been prepared. It was honor enough for him that the baser of
his two parts, namely the bodily part, was the one that most resembled the
celestial substances, which are external to the realm of generation and cor-
ruption and exempt from the incidence of imperfection, transformation,
and change. Meanwhile, his more noble part is the thing by which he was
cognizant of the necessary existent. This cognizant thing is godly and
divine, cannot be transformed, is incorruptible, and none of the attributes
of bodies applies to it. It cannot be perceived by any of the senses, cannot
be imagined, and one cannot arrive at cognizance of the necessary existent
by any other instrument, but can only arrive at Him through it. For He
is the Cognizant, the Cognized, and Cognizance itself; the Knower, the
Known, and Knowledge itself. He does not fluctuate in any respect, for
fluctuation and detachment are attributes of bodies and the dependents
of bodies, and there is no body there, nor bodily attributes, nor bodily
dependents.

When he became clear as to the manner in which he differed from other
types of animal, namely his resemblance to the celestial bodies, he saw that
it was his duty to be receptive to them and to imitate their actions, and to
make efforts to emulate them. He also found that his more noble part, by
which he was cognizant of the necessary existent, resembled the necessary
existent in some respect, since it was exempt from bodily attributes, just as
the necessary existent was. Moreover, he determined that he must strive
to acquire His attributes for himself, in any way possible, to adopt His
character, to take His actions as a model, to endeavor to implement His

 These are properties of the animal spirit that are specific to human beings.
 The subject here switches in midstream. At first, Ibn T. ufayl is speaking about the soul, but then

he shifts to speaking about what is cognized by the soul. (Note the epistemological doctrine of the
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will, to submit matters to Him, to comply wholeheartedly with all His
judgments both outwardly and inwardly, so that He would be pleased
with him. He would do all this even if it brought pain and harm to his
body, indeed even if it ruined his body entirely.

[] In addition, he observed that he resembled all the other animals
when it came to the base part of him that belongs to the realm of generation
and corruption, which is the opaque, dense body that demands of him
various types of perceptible things, including food, drink, and sex. He
also observed that that body was not created for him in vain, nor was it
joined to him for no reason, so it was his duty to attend to it and improve
it. This attention should be given by way of actions that resemble the
actions of the other animals. Thus, he had a duty to perform actions
with different aims, of the following three kinds: () activities emulating
the nonrational animals; () activities emulating the celestial bodies; ()
activities emulating the necessary existent. The first emulation was his
duty insofar as he had an opaque body with divisible organs, different
faculties, and a variety of ends. The second emulation was his duty insofar
as he had an animal spirit, which is located in the heart and is a starting
point for the rest of the body and its faculties. The third emulation was
his duty insofar as he was himself, that is, insofar as he was the essence
by which he was cognizant of the necessary existent. He had already
understood that his happiness and triumph over adversity could come
about only as a result of the constancy of his vision of this necessary
existent, to the point that he could not turn away for an instant. He then
reasoned concerning the manner in which he could achieve this constancy,
and his reasoning led him to the conclusion that he must adopt these three
kinds of emulation.

The first emulation would not help him to attain this vision at all, but
would rather distract and impede him from achieving it. That is because
it involves conduct concerning perceptible things, and perceptible things
are barriers [] that obstruct that vision. However, this emulation was
simply required to preserve the animal spirit, by which he could achieve
the second emulation, that of the celestial bodies. Necessity dictated that
he take this course, even though it is not free of harm.

The second emulation would enable him to attain a great portion of the
constant vision, but it would be a vision tainted by impurity. For whoever
constantly experiences that type of vision will thereby intellect his own
essence, as will become evident in due course.
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The third emulation would enable him to attain a clear vision and pure
absorption, which gives no consideration to anything but the necessary
existent. Anyone who has this vision in this manner will have lost his
own essence, which will be obliterated and fade away. The same applies
to all other essences – whether they are numerous or few – apart from the
essence of the One, the True, the Necessary Existent, may He be exalted
and elevated.

It became clear to him that his ultimate goal was the third emulation,
that he could not achieve it unless he practiced and adopted the second
emulation for a long period of time, and that this period could only endure
by means of the first emulation. He also came to know that the first emula-
tion, though necessary, was essentially a hindrance but accidentally a help.
Since it was necessary, he compelled himself not to give this emulation
any more than its necessary share, which is the least amount that suffices
for the persistence of the animal spirit.

He found that there were two things that made the persistence of
the animal spirit necessary []. The first was nutrition, which provided
incoming sustenance and excreted what had decomposed. The second was
external protection and fending off various types of harm, including cold,
heat, rain, exposure to the sun, and ferocious animals. He observed that if
he were to partake necessarily of this emulation in a random and haphazard
fashion, then he would become too self-absorbed without noticing. So
he found that it would be prudent of him to impose restrictions and fix
limits that he could not exceed. It became clear to him that the restrictions
should concern the things that he could nourish himself with, their kinds,
their amounts, and the time that could elapse before he went back to this
emulation.

He first examined the kinds of things that he could nourish himself
with, and found that they were divided into three varieties: () Plants that
were not yet fully grown and had not completely reached their goal, which
are the various types of moist leafy plants that he could be nourished by;
() The fruits of plants that had ripened completely and had issued seeds
to produce others to perpetuate their species, which are the various types
of moist and dry fruits; () Animals that he could be nourished by, whether
land or sea animals. He had already determined that all these kinds were
created by the action of the necessary existent, by whose proximity and

 Alternatively, the essence of his soul (dhāt nafsih).
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emulation he could attain happiness. Inevitably, nourishing oneself by
means of these kinds would bar them from reaching perfection and would
interrupt the ultimate goal intended for them. That would be a disruption
of the action of the agent, which would be contrary to his goal of achieving
proximity and emulation. Thus, he saw that the correct course would be to
desist from nourishing himself altogether. However, that was impossible
for him to do, for withholding nourishment would lead to the corruption
of his body. Moreover, that would, in turn, be a greater disruption of the
agent than the first course of action, for he was more noble than those
things whose corruption would be the cause of his continued existence.
He found it easier to accept the lesser of the two harms and indulged in
the lighter disruption. If some of these kinds of plants and animals were
not to be found, he decided that he would take whatever he could, in
amounts to be clarified in due course []. However, if all of them were
in existence, he would have to select among them whatever would not
lead to a great disruption of the action of the agent, such as the flesh of
fruits that had completely ripened and had successfully produced seeds to
reproduce their kind. He would do so on condition that he would preserve
those seeds, not eating them, allowing them to rot, or casting them in a
spot that was not suitable for planting, such as rocks, swamps, and the
like. If he was unable to find such fruits with nourishing flesh, such as
apples and pears, he would have to take either those fruits whose seeds
were the only source of nourishment, such as walnuts and chestnuts, or
the leafy plants that had not yet reached perfection. In both cases, he did
so on condition that he sought out those that were most abundant and
prolific, and that he did not pull up their roots or destroy their seeds. In
the absence of these, he would have to partake of animals or of their eggs,
on condition that he took the most abundant and that he did not destroy
an entire species. That is what he decided concerning the kinds of things
that he could be nourished by.

When it came to the amounts of nourishment that he could partake,
he found that they should be sufficient to fend off hunger and should not
exceed that. As for the times that should elapse between each return to
the first emulation, he found that if he had taken as much nourishment
as he needed, he would be satisfied with that and would not partake of
any more, until he was overcome with a weakness that interrupted some
of the activities that he was obliged to perform in the second emulation,
which will be described in what follows. When it came to the necessity
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of preserving the animal spirit so that it could provide him with external
protection, his task was made easier by the fact that he covered himself
with skins and had a home that sheltered him from external contingencies.
So he was satisfied with that and no longer concerned himself with it, all
the while committing himself to the rules of nutrition that he had drawn
up for himself, as described above.

[] He then turned to the second activity, which was the emulation
and imitation of the celestial bodies, including the acceptance of and sub-
ordination to its traits and attributes. These attributes were arranged into
three categories. The first category consisted of those attributes that they
have in relation to what lies beneath them in the realm of generation
and corruption, namely what they provide it with in terms of essential
warming, accidental cooling, lighting, evaporation, and condensation, in
addition to all the other things by means of which they are disposed to
receive the emanation of spiritual forms from the necessarily existing
agent. The second category consisted of their essential attributes, such
as transparency, luminosity, purity, exemption from opacity and all types
of contamination, and circular motion, some around themselves and oth-
ers around other points. The third category consisted of the attributes
they have in relation to the necessary existent, such as their having a
vision of Him constantly without being distracted from Him, yearning
for Him, acting according to His judgment, commitment to carrying
out His will, and never moving except by His volition and within His
control. He therefore made an effort to emulate them in each of these
three categories.

He emulated the first category of attributes by making a commitment
never to come across any need, defect, harm, or obstacle affecting any
animal or plant, which he was able to remove, without removing it. When
he saw a plant screened from the sun, entwined with some other plant that
was harming it, or parched to the point that it was dying, he would remove
that screen [] if it were removable, separate the harmful plant from
the other without damaging the harmful one, or undertake to water it if
possible. When he came upon an animal pursued by a hyena, pricked by a
thorn or spike, with something harmful in its eyes or ears, or overwhelmed

 Alternatively, His wise maxims (reading h. ikamihi instead of h. ukmihi).
 Literally, within its grasp or fist (qabd. atihi).
 Earlier, Ibn T. ufayl had said that there were no predators on the island [see ], but according to
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by thirst or hunger, he would take it upon himself to relieve it or to bring it
food and water. When he noticed that some obstacle like a rock or landslide
had impeded a stream flowing to water a plant or animal, he removed it.
He persisted in pursuing this emulation diligently until he achieved his
goal.

He emulated the second category of attributes by committing himself
to purifying himself constantly, removing blemishes and impurities from
his body, cleaning himself with water often, and scrubbing his nails, teeth,
and underarms. He also anointed himself with whatever types of plant
fragrances and aromatic oils he could find, and made sure his clothes
were clean and sweet-smelling, to the point that he radiated goodness,
beauty, cleanliness, and fragrance. He also undertook a variety of circular
motions, sometimes circumnavigating the island by walking along its coast
and wandering around its coves. At other times, he would move around
his house or the surrounding land, walking or running around it a number
of times. At yet other times, he would spin around himself to the point
that he passed out.

He emulated the third category of attributes by reflecting attentively on
the necessary existent, then severing all perceptual attachments, shutting
his eyes and blocking his ears. He made every effort not to pursue his
imagination and exerted all his strength not to think of anything but
Him, without associating anything else with Him. To help himself achieve
this, he spun about himself, gradually speeding up the pace of rotation.
When he [] rotated quickly all perceptible things were lost to him,
imagination was weakened, along with all other faculties that needed the
bodily instruments. Meanwhile, the action of his essence, which was free
of all body, was strengthened. At times, his faculty of reflection was cleared
of all defects and he was able to have a vision of the necessary existent, but
then the bodily faculties would come rushing back in, ruining his state and
casting him among the lowest of the low. Then he would recommence, and
if he ever found himself overcome with a weakness that diverted him from
his purpose, he took some nourishment in accordance with the conditions
mentioned.

After that, he would resume the emulation of the celestial bodies in
the three categories mentioned, persisting in it for some time, while he
struggled and contended with his bodily faculties. At times when he was
able to overcome these bodily faculties, his reflection would be cleared
of defects and something of the state of the third emulation would loom





Ibn T. ufayl, H. ayy bin Yaqz.ān

before him. Then he began to seek the third emulation and aspire to
achieve it. He examined the attributes of the necessary existent, for it had
already become clear to him during his theoretical reasoning and before
embarking on his practice that these attributes were of two kinds: positive
attributes such as Knowledge, Power, and Wisdom, or negative attributes
such as exemption from corporeality and its dependents and anything
remotely related to body. The positive attributes must be exempt in this
way so that they do not contain bodily attributes, including multiplicity.
His essence is not multiplied by these positive attributes, but resolve
themselves into one concept, which is the reality of His essence. So he
began to seek means of emulating Him in each one of these two respects.

He came to know that the positive attributes all pertain to the reality of
His essence and that they were not multiple in any way, since multiplicity
is an attribute of bodies. He also knew that His knowledge of His own
essence was not a concept added to His essence, but rather that His essence
was the knowledge of His essence, and knowledge of His essence was His
essence. Therefore, it became clear to him that if it were possible for him to
know his own essence, the knowledge by which he knew his essence would
not be a concept added [] to his essence, but would be himself. Thus,
he saw that emulation of His positive attributes was merely to know Him
without associating Him with any attributes of bodies. So he occupied
himself with that.

As for the negative attributes, they all come down to exemption from
corporeality. Therefore, he began to shed bodily attributes from his
essence, many of which he had already cast off in his previous exer-
cise, in which he aspired to emulate the celestial bodies. However, he had
kept many remnants, such as circular motion – motion being one of the
attributes most specific to bodies – and attention to animals and plants,
including caring for them and removing obstacles for them. These are also
bodily attributes, since they are first perceived by bodily faculties, in the
first place, and are also taken up by bodily faculties. So he began to shed
all these matters, since none of them were worthy of the state that he now
sought. He now restricted himself to being still in the confines of his cave,
with his head bowed and his eyes lowered and averted from all percepti-
bles and bodily faculties. His entire concern and all his reflections were
concentrated on the necessary existent by Himself and without partner.

 Literally, seen (yarāhā).  Literally, toiled or labored at ( yakdah. fı̄ amrihā).
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Whenever his imagination chanced upon anything else, he made an effort
to expel and repulse it. He trained himself to do so, and persisted in this
for a long time, spending several days without nourishment or motion.

At the height of his struggle, all essences would sometimes disappear
from his recollection and reflection, with the exception of his own essence,
which would not recede from him even when he was absorbed in having
a vision of the first existent, the true necessary existent. That caused him
distress, for he knew that it was a defect in the pure vision and a dilution
of the observation. He continued to seek his own obliteration and to seek
fidelity in the vision of the Truth, until he attained it, and the heavens,
earth, and everything in between them receded from his recollection and
reflection, including all spiritual forms and corporeal potentialities, and
all immaterial potentialities, which were the essences that were cognizant
of existence. His essence receded along with the rest of the essences; all
vanished and faded away, becoming like so much scattered dust. Only
the one true permanent existent remained, making the statement, which
was not a concept added to His essence: “To whom does dominion now
belong? To God, the One, the Victor” [Qur’ān :]. He understood His
speech and heard His call, and he was not prevented from understanding
by the fact that he could not speak. He became absorbed in this state
[] and had a vision of what no eye had seen nor ear had heard, and
what had not occurred to the heart of any human being. Do not engage
your heart in the description of something that has not occurred to any
human heart. Many of the things that can occur to human hearts are
incapable of being described; what of something that cannot occur to a
human heart by any means, something that does not pertain to its world
or state? I do not mean by “heart” the body of the heart or the spirit that
lies inside its cavity, but rather the form of that spirit, whose potentiality
emanates to the human body. Each of these three could be called the
“heart,” but there is no means for this state to occur to any of these three,
and the only things that can be articulated are those that can occur to
one of them.

Whoever wishes to articulate that state wishes the impossible. It would
be comparable to someone who wanted to taste dyed colors insofar as they
were colors, say, insisting that blackness be sweet or sour. Nevertheless,
we will not withhold from you certain signs to indicate the vision he had
of the wonders of that station, by way merely of putting forth similes
rather than of approaching the threshold of truth, for there is no means
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to determine what is in that station except by attaining it. Now listen
with your heart’s ear to what I will point out to you and look at it with
your intellect’s eye, that you might perhaps find within it some guidance
to the main road. My only condition is that you not seek more of me in
plain speech at this time than what I am entrusting to these pages, for
space is tight and it is dangerous to aim at precision in one’s expressions
concerning something about which one must not speak.

I say: He was obliterated to his own essence and to all other essences,
seeing nothing in existence but the One, the Living, the Everlasting, and
he had the vision he had, then he returned to observe other things. When
he awoke from that state, which is similar to a state of inebriation, it
occurred to him that his essence could not be distinguished from that of
the Almighty Truth, and that the reality of his essence was the essence
of the Truth. The thing that he had originally assumed was his essence,
which he distinguished from the essence of the Truth, was nothing in
reality. Indeed, there was nothing but the essence of the Truth, which
is comparable to the light of the sun that falls upon dense bodies and is
reflected in them. If he is compared to the body in which the light is
reflected, then he is nothing in reality but the light of the sun. If that
body were to cease to exist, then its [reflected] light would be extinguished
but the light of the sun would remain as it is, neither diminished by its
presence nor augmented by its absence.

If a body capable of reflecting the light of the sun is created, it will
reflect it; and if that body ceases to exist, then the reflection will cease to
exist [] and will have no meaning. His supposition was bolstered by the
fact that it had become clear to him that the essence of the Almighty Truth
is not multiple in any way, and that His knowledge of His essence is His
essence itself. It followed from this that whoever acquired the knowledge
of His essence had also acquired His essence. Since he had acquired this
knowledge, he had acquired the essence. But this essence can only be
acquired by His own essence, and its acquisition is itself His essence, so
he was the essence itself. The same holds for all immaterial essences that

 Literally, to control (al-tah. akkum).  Literally, appears (yaz. har).
 Presumably, H. ayy’s body is compared to the dense body and his soul, which is his essence, is

compared to the light reflected by that body.
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can be cognizant by means of that true essence, which he had originally
regarded as being multiple. By this supposition, they became one thing.

This specious argument would have been established in his soul had
God in His mercy not corrected him and set him right with His guidance.
He came to know that this specious argument was stirred up within him
merely because of the vestiges of the darkness of bodies and the impurity of
perceptibles. For multiplicity and scarcity, unity and union, combination,
conjunction, and separation, are all bodily attributes. Those immaterial

essences that were cognizant of the essence of the Almighty Truth cannot
be said to be either a multiplicity or a unity, because they are free of matter.
Multiplicity is merely the distinctness of essences from each other, and
unity can only occur by contact. None of this can be understood except
by means of the composite concepts entangled with matter. However, it
can be very awkward to articulate these things, for if you denote these
immaterial essences in the plural according to our usual expression that
will produce the illusion of the concept of multiplicity, even though they
are free of multiplicity. Meanwhile, if you denote them in the singular
that will produce the illusion of unity, which is impossible for them.

At this point, I feel as though I am confronted by bats that are blinded
by the sun and move in a frenzied fashion. I will be told: “You have
gone so far in your excessive scrutiny that you have been stripped of the
nature of rational creatures and cast off rational judgment. One of the
judgments of reason is that something is either [] one or many.” Let
this interlocutor dampen his enthusiasm, curb the ardor of his tongue,
question himself, and consider the example of the base perceptible realm
that he is in the midst of, as did H. ayy bin Yaqz.ān. He would pursue
one line of reasoning and find that it was an immeasurable and unlimited
multiplicity. Then he would pursue another and find it to be one. He
remained hesitant, unable to affirm one of the characterizations or the
other. That is because the basis of the perceptible realm is plurality and
singularity, by means of which one understands its reality, wherein there
is detachment and contact, isolation and distinctness, and similarity and
difference. What is one to suppose of the divine realm, about which one
cannot say “all” or “some,” and about which one cannot utter any audible
expression without producing an illusion that differs from reality? No

 Here and elsewhere, considering mufāriqah as shorthand for mufāriqah lil-māddah.
 Literally, he (presumably, an imagined interlocutor) will say (wa yaqūl).
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one can be cognizant of it but those who have a vision of it, and its reality
can be proven only for one who has acquired it.

With regards to his [i.e. the interlocutor] saying that “you have been
stripped of the nature of rational creatures and cast off rational judgment,”
we concede that to him and leave him to his reason and his rational beings.
What he and his like mean by “reason” is simply the rational faculty that
examines the particular perceptible existents and derives the universal
concept. The rational beings that he refers to are those who reason in this
manner. Since our speech is of a kind that transcends that, let those who are
only cognizant of perceptibles and their universals stop up their ears. Let
them return to their own group who “know but the outward appearances
of the temporal life and turn away from the afterlife” [Qur’ān :].

If you are one of those who is convinced by the use of allusions to
and signs of the divine realm, and you do not load utterances with the
meanings that they are usually made to bear, we will provide you with
more of the vision of H. ayy bin Yaqz.ān in the station of truth, which was
mentioned before. We say: After pure absorption, complete obliteration,
and real attainment, he had a vision of the outermost sphere of the heavens,
which has no body. He observed an essence free of matter, which was not
the essence of the True One [], nor the essence of the sphere itself,
nor something else. It was like the image of the sun that appears in a
polished mirror, which is not the sun, nor the mirror, nor something else.
He observed that the immaterial essence of that sphere had a degree of
perfection, magnificence, and goodness that were indescribable by any
tongue and too subtle to be dressed up with any letter or sound. He saw
that it was in a state of utmost joy, happiness, bliss, and gladness, as it
had a vision of the essence of the Almighty Truth. In addition, he had a
vision of the immaterial essence of the next heavenly sphere, the sphere
of the fixed stars. This was neither the essence of the True One, nor the
essence of the immaterial outermost sphere, nor itself, nor something
else. It was like the image of the sun that appears in a mirror that has
reflected the image from another mirror, which faces the sun. He also saw
that this essence had magnificence, goodness, and joy, as did the essence
of the highest sphere. He also had a vision of the next sphere, which is
the sphere of the planet Saturn, and beheld its immaterial essence. It was

 The Qur’ān has “are ignorant of” (ghāfilūn), instead of “turn away from” (mucrad. ūn), but cf. also
Qur’ān :.

 The Arabic s. ūrah is also the term for the philosophical concept of form.
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not identical with any of the essences of which he had previously had a
vision, nor was it something different. It was as though it were the image
of the sun that appears in a mirror that has in turn reflected an image
from a mirror facing the sun. He also found this essence endowed with
magnificence and joy, as he had the others. He continued to have a vision
of the immaterial essence pertaining to each sphere, which was not one
of the essences that preceded it nor something else, as though it were the
image of the sun being reflected from one mirror to another, ranked in
the fixed order of the heavenly spheres. For each of these essences, he had
a vision of goodness, magnificence, joy, and gladness, the likes of which
no eye had seen, nor ear had heard, nor had occurred to the heart of any
human being.

This continued until he came to the realm of generation and corruption,
which is entirely contained within the sphere of the moon. He found that
this sphere had an essence that was free of matter and was not identical
to any one of the essences that he had had a vision of before, nor was it
another thing []. This essence has seventy thousand faces, each face has
seventy thousand mouths, and each mouth has seventy thousand tongues
glorifying the essence of the True One, venerating it, honoring it, and
never flagging. He found that this essence, which produced in him the
illusion of multiplicity though it was not in fact multiple, possessed the
same perfection and joy as the ones he had seen before. It was as though this
essence was the image of the sun in shimmering water, which reflected the
image from the last of the reflecting mirrors in the order given, beginning
with the first mirror, which faced the sun itself. He then had a vision
of his own immaterial essence, which we would have said was a part of
the seventy thousand faces, had they been divisible. Had this essence not
originated after having not been in existence, we would have said that it
was identical with the seventy thousand faces; and had it not been specific
to his body when his body originated, we would have said that it had not
been originated. At this level, he had a vision of essences such as his own,
for bodies that had once been but had vanished and for bodies that were
still in existence. If it were permissible to say of them that they were many,
then they would be infinite; and if it were permissible to say that they were
one, then they would be united.

He observed that his own essence and the other essences at his level had
an infinite share of goodness, magnificence, and joy, of a sort that no eye
had seen, nor ear heard, nor had occurred to any human heart. No one is
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capable of describing it or intellecting it save the cognizant attainers. He
had a vision of many immaterial essences that were like tarnished mirrors,
overcome with malice [], encircling the polished mirrors that reflected
the image of the sun, but with their surfaces averted. He found disgrace
and deficiency in these essences, of a kind that had never even occurred to
him. These essences experienced unending pains and indelible sorrows,
were enclosed in torment and veiled with fire, oscillating between repul-
sion and attraction. He also had a vision of other essences, different from
the tormented ones, which loomed then vanished, alternately coming
together then breaking up. He concentrated his attention on them and
observed them intently, seeing a great horror, a grave calamity, an urgent
throng, and momentous judgments, as well as fashioning, life-breathing,
creation, and destruction. But as soon as he had confirmed their exis-
tence, his senses returned to him and he became aware of his state, which
resembled a fainting spell. He lost his footing in that station, and the per-
ceptible realm loomed once again, banishing the divine realm. For their
concurrence in one state was not unlike that of two cowives – satisfying
one offends the other.

You might say: “It appears from what you have said about this vision
that if the immaterial essences belong to an eternally existent incorrupt-
ible body like the heavenly spheres, then they are also eternal. But if
they pertain to a corruptible body like rational animals, then they will be
corrupted, fade, and vanish, as suggested by the simile of the reflecting
mirrors. The image only remains as long as the mirror remains, and if
the mirror is corrupted then the image will also be corrupted and anni-
hilated.” I say to you: “How quickly have you forgotten your vow and
withdrawn your pledge! Did we not preface these remarks by saying that
the articulation of these things is strained, and that expressions invari-
ably give rise to an illusion different from reality? The illusion that you
conjured up has tripped you up, for you have taken the simile to be the
same as what it represents in every respect.” This must not even be done
in ordinary types of discourse. It is still less permissible here, given that
the sun, its light, image, and shape, as well as the mirrors and the images

 Cf. Qur’ān :.
 Ibn T. ufayl is clearly expressing an apocalyptic vision, and the terms used are mainly Qur’ānic

terms to describe creation and the Day of Judgment.
 Reading illā ka-d. urratayn, instead of ka-d. urratayn, which makes more sense given traditional

Islamic beliefs about the difficulty of satisfying cowives.





Medieval Islamic Philosophical Writings

reflected in them, are all things that are inseparable from bodies, and
cannot subsist without them. Thus, their existence is dependent on them
and they are extinguished with their expiration.

As for the divine essences and the godly spirits, they are all free of bodies
and their dependents, being completely exempt from them. They are
neither connected nor attached to them, and the extinction and persistence
of bodies, as well as their existence and nonexistence, are all equivalent
to them. However, their connection and attachment to the essence of the
One True Necessary Existent is such that He is their beginning, origin,
cause and creator, giving them [] persistence and supplying them with
everlasting and continued existence. They have no need of anything, but
rather bodies are in need of them. If their nonexistence were possible,
all bodies would cease to exist with them, for they are the origins of
matter; just as, if it were possible for the essence of the True One to
cease to exist (may He be praised and glorified above that, for there is
no God but He), all these essences would also cease to exist, as would
all bodies. The entire perceptible realm would also cease and no existent
would remain, for everything is interconnected. The perceptible realm
is dependent on the divine realm, as though it were its shadow, whereas
the divine realm can do without it and is free of it. Nevertheless, it is
impossible to posit the nonexistence of the perceptible realm since it is
necessarily dependent upon the divine realm. It is corrupted by being
transformed, not by ceasing to exist entirely. That is what the cherished
Book spoke of when it mentioned this concept in describing the alteration
of mountains into wool, of people into moths, the contraction of the
sun and moon, and the bursting of the seas, “on the day that the earth and
heavens are transformed into something else” [Qur’ān :]. This much
is all that I can show you at this time of the vision of H. ayy bin Yaqz.ān
in that lofty station. Do not seek more than this in utterance, for that
is not feasible.

But I can divulge the completion of his tale, God willing. When he
returned to the perceptible realm, after having wandered on his journeys,
he grew weary of the burdens of the temporal life and he longed fervently
for the afterlife. He sought to return to that station in the same way that
he had done so originally and managed to attain it more easily than his

 This is impossible presumably because the divine realm exists necessarily.
 Cf. Qur’ān :, :.  Cf. Qur’ān :.  Cf. Qur’ān :.
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first attempt, remaining in it longer than he had before. But once more,
he returned to the perceptible realm. After that, he endeavored to attain
the station again. This time it was even easier for him than the first and
second times, and he remained there longer. Over time, the attainment
of that lofty station continued to come more readily to him and his stays
lengthened, to the point that he was able to attain it whenever he wished
and did not leave until he wanted to. He would remain there at that station,
quitting it only for the sake of his bodily needs, which he had reduced
to an absolute minimum []. At this point, he wished that God would
relieve him of his body, which required him to relinquish that station, so
that he could dedicate himself permanently to his joy and be free of the
pain that he encountered when he abandoned his station for the sake of
bodily needs.

He remained in this state until after the seventh seven-year period
following his birth, which was fifty years.






